
        
            
                
            
        

    About the Book
FOR AS LONG AS I CAN REMEMBER I WAS TRYING TO GET DAD TO SHARE A BIT OF THAT LOVE. BUT IT SEEMED LIKE HE ONLY HAD ENOUGH FOR MUM . . . YOU SHOULD HAVE SEEN THE WAY THEY LOOKED AT EACH OTHER. BUT THIS ISN’T A LOVE STORY.
It’s 1985 and Obi’s on the cusp of teenagehood, after a childhood marked by poverty, dysfunctional family dynamics, (dis)organised crime and violence. His dad’s delusional, his mum’s real sick, the Rainbow Warrior just exploded, and it’s time for Obi to grow up and get out of the spacies parlour.
When he and his best mate Al discover a map leading to unknown riches, Obi wonders if this windfall could be the thing that turns his family’s fortunes around. Instead, he’s thrown into an adventure where the stakes are a lot higher than the games he loves.
An electric novel about life in a multi-cultural, counter-cultural part of Auckland pre-gentrification. 1985 is an adventure story with a local flavour, a coming-of-age story for the underdogs, the disenfranchised and the dreamers.
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Nostalgia is a gentle madness
 the past was like this too
 you just don’t remember








The Body
“Just before midnight yesterday Greenpeace boat the Rainbow Warrior was bombed in Auckland harbour.”
“That’s what that noise was,” Mum said, her hands wrapped around a mug of coffee. We were in the kitchen listening to the black transistor radio. Struggling to hear the newscaster’s voice through the waves of static.
“Far out,” Dad shook his head.
“Far out,” I said, copying him. Just yesterday we caught the bus down to the harbour to see the boat. Dad said he was going to stay home and work on the car. But we all knew he’d be getting pissed with Mad Sam. So it was me, Mum, my big sister Summer and my best friend Al.
We’d stood on the wharf staring at the big green boat. The people working on it had kinda looked like Mum and Dad and their weird mates. Dishevelled and hungover.
“That boat sucks,” Al had said, a premonition of sorts. Mum was really excited about the rusty ship, but it was hard to believe it was going to stop a nuclear war.
 
The front door slammed. Al came crashing into the kitchen.
“What are you doing here?” Dad said. He was pissed off because last time Al was over he’d eaten the slice of pizza Dad had been saving. Al smiled.
“What’s going on, Obi?” he said, slapping me on the back before dancing towards the empty fridge.
“They blew up the boat,” I said, not knowing how to feel about it.
“The one that was going to save us?” Al asked, smirking.


“Get the fuck out of it ya greedy prick,” Dad said, blocking Al’s path.
Al tried to sidestep Dad, who grabbed him and started pushing him away from the fridge. Even though Al was eleven years old, he was already bigger than Dad. It was a real struggle.
“One crew member is reported missing,” the radio continued.
“Jesus,” Mum said, looking at the radio as Dad and Al wrestled behind her.
“Ahh well,” Al said, giving up and retreating to the doorway. “Have yous seen the dead body yet?”
 
The body lay on the berm just outside our house. The man was big, face down in the grass. He wore a leather vest but there wasn’t a patch on it or anything.
“Has anyone called the cops?” Mum asked, leaning on Dad for support. Al shrugged.
“You sure he’s dead?” Dad asked.
“He hasn’t moved all morning.” Al sounded like he was sick of the conversation.
“He’s been here since the morning and no one’s called anyone?” Mum said. Everyone went quiet because they didn’t want to be the one to do anything.
“It’s not Lance from the Bacon Factory is it?” Dad said, peering down at the corpse.
“Lance has brown hair,” Summer said. She was standing behind everyone trying to act like she wasn’t freaking out.
“What colour is that then?” Dad asked.
“Black,” everyone said at once. Dad threw his hands up.
“Ok ok, didn’t know I was surrounded by a bunch of fucking Picassos.”
A car drove past and slowed as the family inside craned their necks to get a look at the body.
“Somebody should call someone,” Mum said.
 
Someone must have called the cops because they turned up all red-faced and confused. Dad reckoned it was probably the rich cunts from across the road. One of his favourite topics of conversation back then was not talking to the police.
“Only cowards and the weak hearted call the pigs,” he used to say, as though he was quoting the bible or something. Looking back, I don’t think our neighbours were really rich. But they painted their house white and had this flash car. When they first moved in someone threw pig guts on the bonnet. Everyone knew it was Al’s brother Lui, but no one cared except maybe the rich cunts.
 
Anyway, the cops came and stood around and we all went back inside just in case they were going to start getting accusatory about the dead guy. We never found out who the body was. But by the end of the next month another one would turn up. As we all shuffled back into the house, I remember thinking it was strange this happened the same day we heard about the Rainbow Warrior, which was also the same day Gus got out of prison.






The Family
Dad was all bones, skin and denim, bound together with tobacco stains. He was short, tiny really. But his energy took up any room he was in. If you asked me what he did I’d tell you he was a poet. Not like a job, because God knows he made fuck all money off it. Poetry was just something he had to do; eat, shit and write. He never put out a book. But he wrote enough poems to fill the Grey Lynn library.
I don’t even know if Dad could read. I never saw him reading. But the words just came out of him.
When his best mate Mad Sam was over, the two of them would sit around the kitchen table, doing their best to forget the past.
Every so often Dad would get this distant look in his eyes. Then he’d rip the label off a bottle of beer and start writing, frantically, like he was recording the words of a voice only he could hear.
“Listen up,” he’d yell, his chicken legs shaking as he struggled to his feet. The room would get Sunday morning quiet. Dad would recite his poem to whoever was home. Then the label would get passed around, a soggy treasure for a few minutes, before being lost amongst the bottles and lighters and packs of smokes.
 
I learnt more about my dad from his poems than anything he ever told me.
 
He loved my mother.
 
He was scared of being a father.


 
He once felt like the world could be a place you were proud to live in.
 
But that was when he was young, lost in heroin daydreams.
 
When Mum talked about those days of fixes and dirty needles, she’d say there’s all kinds of sickness in this world, and some of it needs a medicine that doctors won’t give you. That’s how Mum used to talk. And for a couple of summers, her and Dad found a cure for all their problems. But just as easily it left them with a lifetime of new ones.
 
Mum got sick from the needles. Her long blonde hair lost its shine, her pale skin repainted a piss yellow. Most days she’d be in bed, reading or listening to National Radio. I’d lie next to her and she’d read to me, stories of people escaping their lives, having adventures, trying to get somewhere better than where they were born.
“We should run away,” I said once. “Start a new life.” Mum smiled and stroked my hair.
“Where are we going to go? The car’s fucked and no one’s got a job.”
“True,” I said because it was true, but still. It didn’t stop the people in the stories.
 
Next to Dad, Mum was a giant. She towered over the rest of the family. Her height and the fact she was always laughing were the first things people noticed about her. Mum owned one of them silent laughs. Whenever Dad made a joke or went on one of his rants, her whole body would shake. Maybe that’s why she loved Dad so much. He’d light up when she was around. Like he was saving the best of himself for when Mum walked into the room. Dad might have been perpetually hungover and scruffy, but he had a rich man’s smile. That thing would redecorate his weathered face. On nights when the TV had run out of things to say there was nothing better than watching them two together.
 
Say what you will about Dad, but he loved Mum right back. Just different than how most people love. All or nothing, grand gestures or unexplained absences. When he did the odd gig reading poetry or some petty crime, he’d spend half the money on piss and the other half on a present for his wife. Not that they were actually married. Dad always liked to remind me and Summer of this.
“Look, the bastards are home from school,” he’d say, grinning over the scrap of paper he was writing on.
“Don’t call us that,” Summer would yell.


“Just a statement of fact, love.” Then he’d fall back into whatever poem he was writing.
 
For as long as I can remember I was trying to get Dad to share a bit of that love. But it seemed like he only had enough for Mum. I reckon he never wanted kids. One of Dad’s poems even had a line that went, “Art and children are natural enemies in the wild.”
Which isn’t to say there weren’t at least as many good times as bad. Some nights, Dad would bake a cake. Me and Summer would make Mum up a bed on the couch. She’d lie there next to her dog, Ham, laughing as Dad put on one of his shows. He’d recite poems and talk glorious bullshit. You should have seen the way they looked at each other. But this isn’t a love story. Maybe it would’ve been if it wasn’t for fucking Gus.






The Money
Gus spent his first night out of prison hunched over our kitchen table. Even though he didn’t drink anymore, he kept Dad and Mad Sam company as they emptied cans of Lion Red and tinnies of bush weed. Gus was a big bastard, with a thick ginger beard, the same colour as the tomcat that used to sneak into Al’s house and piss everywhere.
Dad and Sam, they were dodgy bastards for sure. But Gus had a meanness to him, an edge that meant you never wanted to get too close. Dad said that before he got locked up Gus was different, that he carried a kindness in his blood. I guess the memory of the old Gus is why Dad let him back into his life.
 
Me and Summer crowded around the old heater at the back of the kitchen, hiding amongst the smoke and shadows. They quickly forgot we were there, as they reminisced about lives they could no longer call their own. At first the conversation was upbeat, the three of them talking fondly of the mid-70s, when they had worked with a gang flooding Auckland with heroin and weed.
“Those were the days, eh?” Dad said. “More money than we could spend. Got this house and the old Kingswood.”
Gus kept pulling Dad’s ciggie papers out of the packet, setting them alight and dropping them into the pāua shell ashtray.
“Remember the rubbish bags full of cash,” Gus said, refilling his mug with L&P. “Trying to fucking stash it in the old house in Grafton.”
“And the midnight drops down at the beach,” Dad cracked open another can of beer and raised it above his head.


“To a life of easy money and adventure, may it one day return.”
The three men pushed their drinks together. I pictured them, driving around in Dad’s Holden, boot stuffed full of drugs. The silhouette of them standing on the beach in the middle of the night, waiting for a boat to come ashore. I’d seen photos of that time. Everyone looked happy back then. Before Sam went mad and Gus’s face had forgotten how to smile.
“Must feel good to be out,” Dad said. Gus lowered his mug.
“Yeah, felt fucking helpless in there. So much anger eh. Ended up talking to the priest about it.”
It turned out that amongst the rats and screams of Whanganui Prison Gus had found God. Dad was seldom lost for words, but he didn’t have nothing to say about that. He quickly drained his beer and opened another one.
“Had to do something,” Gus continued, dropping a burning piece of paper into the shell and watching it slowly curl up on itself. “All that rage over what happened was eating me alive.” Then he glared at Dad, who was suddenly busy inspecting the clutter on the kitchen table. It went so quiet we could hear the dog snoring in Mum’s room.
“Remember when you were getting three benefits, Gus?” Sam said. “The richest man in Grey Lynn.”
Everyone laughed and the oxygen returned to the room. As the night grew thick, Dad and Sam filled the kitchen with smoke and stories of the old days, while Gus stared at Dad like he was trying to read his soul.
 
Years later, when Summer was trying to be normal, she would talk about these nights like they were traumatic.
“They’d sit up and get wasted and who’s taking care of us? Do you think it’s a good idea to raise children in a house full of criminals and madmen?” But those were the kinda questions you weren’t meant to answer. Anyway, we had it better than most in our neighbourhood. We got dinner more nights than not and Dad only hit us when we were asking for it.
On the night Gus was getting his first taste of freedom, Summer was sixteen and too cool to show her concern. She’d recently got into punk music and dressing weird. Instead of hanging out with me she’d hide away in her room with the door closed. She was a fat kid like me. But then she started telling everyone she was a vegetarian and lost heaps of weight. I never saw her eat any veggies though. She was going out all the time, sneaking in as the sun was coming up. Mum voiced her concern, but you can’t argue with hormones and the moon.
 


Before this, me and Summer used to be best friends. For her thirteenth birthday she got a box of pastels, and we sat on the kitchen floor, drawing on rolls of baking paper. Dad used to say everyone gets one thing they’re good at and for Summer it was art. She’d create these elaborate paintings that Mum would hang around the house.
When Summer let me join her I always drew dragons and spaceships. But they all looked like shit.
“You’re holding the pastels too tight,” she’d say. “Press lightly on the paper.” I’d give up and Summer would let me colour in her outlines of big cities filled with crowds and life.
“That looks cool,” she’d say, even when we both knew it didn’t.
But then she started distancing herself from the family. Sometimes she’d say she was adopted, even though we looked exactly the same.
“No you’re bloody not,” Dad said, fiddling with the antenna trying to get TV reception. “You got the same giant ears as ya brother.”
“Don’t say that,” Summer yelled, holding her hands to her ears.
“Hey, don’t get mad at me; you get them from your mum.”
“I can hear you, ya prick,” Mum yelled from her bedroom.
“Sorry love, but it’s true.” Dad laughed. “It’s like someone stapled a butterfly to a plum.”
 
But we were fine. I mean where else would you want to be on a school night? Sitting with the dog, listening to Dad talk his poetry, Mad Sam saying whatever crazy shit was in that bald head of his and Gus going on about his former crimes and all the women he once kept in his heart.






The Kidnapping
Me and Al had the kind of friendship you only get once or twice in your life. If you’re lucky. For almost a decade we were never apart for more than a day or two. Al lived a few doors up from us, in the lime-green house with the falling-in roof. Even as a kid he knew exactly what he liked: family, films, food, in that order. His confidence made everyone at Grey Lynn Primary think he was cool. And like a lot of kids from big families, he craved that attention. He was a born performer and storyteller with an irreverent sense of humour, a talent for highlighting the ridiculous.
 
But Al had just as many missing pieces as the rest of us. If you watched closely, you’d occasionally see a flash of sadness, in between the jokes and goofy dances. On bad days, the night would get into him. Then he’d get lost inside himself. His eyes would glaze over and there would be no music in his voice. They hadn’t invented mental illness back then, that was just the way he was.
 
We became friends in detention a couple of years before the bombing. Mrs White had sat us together down the back of the airless classroom.
We were meant to be writing out lines, but Mrs White had fallen asleep up the front, her head falling forward, white hair floating above her desk in a dandruff-ridden cloud.
“Your mum’s fat,” Al said, shoving my shoulder.
“So is your mum.”
“That’s my aunty.”


“Where’s your mum?” I asked. I was scratching Fuck Mrs White into the desk with my pen.
“I don’t know.” Al sounded like he regretted bringing up the subject of mothers.
“Did she leave you behind?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m sorry,” I said, really digging the Fuck into the wood.
“It’s ok.”
“What was she like?”
“Hard to remember.”
“What did she look like then?” I put the pen down, happy with my handiwork.
“Fat,” he said, and both of us cracked up.
 
A few weeks after we became mates, Al saved my life. It was another boring Saturday, even the rain felt lazy. We shared a bottle of Coke and played spacies out front of the dairy by our school. Al was playing Elevator Action, cruising up and down shooting men in black suits, when this pālagi guy pulled up in a pile of rust and mud on wheels.
“Hey, excuse me,” he said, leaning across the passenger window. He looked weird, like an animal pretending to be a person.
“You’re excused,” Al said, not taking his eyes off the game.
“You know where Elgin Street is?” he asked. Something was wrong with his face. It moved by itself.
“Yeah, it’s down that way.” I said, walking over. I kind of felt sorry for him. He held a map out the window.
“Whereabouts?” I bent down and saw it was a map of the South Island. I was just about to say “wrong island, dickhead” when I felt his hands on my sweatshirt pulling me in through the window. He got my head and shoulders in the car, but I was too fat and got stuck.
“Let me go, you fucking molester!” I could smell his breath, like the off milk we always had on Sundays. I started hitting him and clawing at his face. He pulled on my sweatshirt again and I could feel myself being dragged into the car.


Then Al grabbed hold of my waist and started pulling me back out onto the street.
“He’s a fucking kidnapper,” he yelled to someone down the road. Out the back window I could see Al’s brother Lui running towards us. He picked up a bin and threw it at the window of the car. It cracked but didn’t break. Rubbish flew all over the street. The molester let go and I fell out, banging my head on the footpath. The car started driving off and Lui gave chase.
“You ok?” Al asked, helping me to my feet.
“Yeah.” I said even though I wasn’t.
“Did you get his licence plate?” Lui asked, coming back out of breath.
“Yeah, I just wrote it down in my little book I carry everywhere.” Al said.
“Shudup.” Lui spat on the ground.
“Let’s not tell anyone about this eh?” I said, feeling like I was going to puke.
 
After the kidnap attempt, me and Al were glued together by the chaos of the place. I wish it was an isolated incident. But there was a shadow cast across that valley. The line separating the world of kids and adults was so thin, it hardly seemed to exist. It reminded me of video games. You had to keep your eyes on the screen, your hands on the controls, be ready for anything. Because when you’re not paying attention, that’s when things fall apart real quick.






The Stuffed Southern Giant Petrel
It was porridge for breakfast and we’d run out of brown sugar. Dad spooned the grey slop onto our plates.
“Just eat it,” he said as me and Summer stared down at the food. Gus snatched the bowl off Dad and began shoving the porridge into his mouth.
“The markets are on up the road,” Dad said. “We should go see what they have.”
“No thanks,” Summer said. I moved the food around my plate with the spoon. As much as I wanted to spend time with Dad, I knew he’d happily waste a whole day poking around in all that junk.
Gus finished his breakfast and dumped the bowl into the sink.
“You want to come to the markets mate?” Dad said, looking over at Gus. The big man shook his head.
“Nah, me and Sam are going into town. Run some errands.” Dad looked dejected, then nodded and went back to slowly eating his porridge.
 
After Dad left for the markets I found Summer smoking on the deck. The street was quiet for once.
“What you doing?” I asked.
“What does it look like?” she said, exhaling smoke into the cold morning. I sat down next to her. She didn’t turn to face me, just kept staring out at Crummer Road.
“What’s wrong?” I asked. Summer flicked the ciggie butt out onto the footpath.
“I hate having him here.”


“Who?” I asked.
“Gus. He’s always staring, like we’ve all been talking shit.”
“He’s nice sometimes,” I said, rubbing my legs to warm them up. Summer sighed.
“I don’t trust him. He makes my skin crawl.”
“You reckon he’ll stay long?”
Summer shrugged. “Dad’s not gonna kick him out, is he?”
“He doesn’t seem that happy he’s staying.”


“I reckon it’s because Gus is stealing all Sam’s attention,” she said laughing.
 
Before drugs, madness and poetry poisoned their lives, Sam and Dad went to Seddon High School together. And while Dad dressed like Iggy Pop on his day off, Sam looked like he’d robbed a clothing bin. Despite his appearance, he wasn’t homeless. In fact, he had a lot of homes. There was our place, the state house off Great North Road where his mates lived, couches and floors of whānau in South Auckland, halfway houses, and when things got real bad there was always a bed waiting for him at Carrington Psychiatric Hospital.
 
While most people stole food and little things that no one would really miss, Sam would often steal shit that was considered sacred. He was a magpie for magical objects, swooping down and snatching them away. And because he had a nomad heart they would usually end up at our place. So every few months there would be some kind of incident, often involving theft, and they’d whisk him away. He’d emerge a few weeks later, gaunt and quiet, until he was once again lifted by life’s currents.
 
Though he had definitely earned his nickname over the years, there was a steadiness to Mad Sam. He was always around. Even when he was locked up the phone would ring and him and Dad would talk for ages. Or Dad would go visit whatever institution was holding him. And when he was free, they’d often just sit in our kitchen, Sam smoking, Dad writing, the only sounds the pen on paper and the click of the lighter.


 
A couple of weeks before Gus turned up, we were having dinner when Sam burst through the back door, wild-eyed, his jacket wrapped around something.
“You gotta help me,” Sam said, sweat covering his face. “I fucking robbed the museum.”
Mum sighed and shook her head.
“You did what?” she said, putting her fork down. Sam opened his jacket and pulled out a huge stuffed seabird.
“The cabinet was open,” he said, putting the bird on the table next to the bread and Irish stew. “The bloody thing was speaking to me.” Sam said, smiling like an ad for brushing your teeth.
Dad reached out and stroked the bird.
“It’s a fine creature,” he said.
“For fuck’s sake,” Mum said, going back to her dinner.
 
For the next few days the stolen seabird lived on the kitchen bench, its feathers slowly collecting bits of food and dog hair. Dad would pick it up when he was drunk and fly it around the room. It was a nice addition to the house. Then the cop turned up.
“Umm, is Samuel Day here?” The cop was young. It was hard to imagine him dealing with people like Gus.
“Nah,” Dad said. He was only wearing undies even though it was late afternoon. His grey skin pulled tight over his bones.
“But you know him, right?” The cop said, trying to peer round Dad, curious about what was going on in the house.
“Yeah, but he’s not here.”
“Do you happen to know the whereabouts of a . . .” The cop stopped and looked at his notebook. “Stuffed Southern giant petrel?”
Dad smiled. “Yeah it’s in the kitchen.” He scratched his ass and stared off at the sky just beyond the cop’s shoulder. The cop looked around like maybe the bird would be on the deck.
“Can I see it?” he asked after a while.
“Yeah, hold on.” Dad went and got the bird and gave it to the pig.
“What’s this all over it?” The cop asked.


“I think it’s soy sauce, eh?” The cop stood there holding the giant bird for a while. He looked sad.
“Ok well, if Sam turns up tell him we want a word.”
“Will do,” Dad said, slamming the door on the cop’s face. “Not fucking likely,” he muttered under his breath.








The 20 Dollars
Gus stayed on the dog couch and the dog slept on the floor, growling at him. We all thought it was because Gus stole his bed. But dogs have a way of knowing people, eh. Gus had a pile of bags he kept in the corner by the tiny television. Those and his old blue bible were all he had in the world. And even though I kind of agreed with the dog when it came to Gus, it made me feel sad for him. To be old and only own a pile of dirty clothes and a few cassette tapes. Even Dad had more than that.
 
In the daylight Gus was like a washed-up action hero, with his broad shoulders and piercing eyes. One thing I liked about Gus, he showed an interest in the shit I said in a way neither Dad nor Sam ever did. But when he walked into a room, he always brought a feeling of danger. Despite his tough exterior, Gus’s dreams were filled with fear. Some nights he’d cry out, like a child, so loud I could hear him all the way down the hall. One night I got up to go to the toilet and heard him asking someone to forgive him.
“Prison did that to him,” Sam said. “Some things are so bad they leave scars on your thoughts.”
 
When I got home from school, the smell of burning meat had replaced the usual stink of stale cigarettes and mildew.
Gus stood in the kitchen cooking up steaks. He had a can of L&P in one hand, the wooden spoon Dad used to hit us with in the other.
“How was school?” he asked, poking at the meat.


“Shit, I hate school.” I chucked my bag on the floor. “What you been up to?”
He’d cut the sleeves off his Richmond Rovers jersey. His big meaty arms were covered in scars. He had a couple of prison tattoos: a rose and what looked like Elvis if he had foetal alcohol syndrome.
“Visiting an old mate out at Muriwai,” Gus said, scratching his balls through his tight black jeans.
“Yuck, don’t do that,” I said, screwing up my face.
“Fucking Prince Charles over here,” he said, his face a cross between a smile and a sneer. He turned over one of the steaks.


“You got any change?” I asked, leaning on the kitchen bench.
“You hungry? You can have one of these.” He pointed at the frying meat with his spoon.
“Nah, want to go play spacies.”
“What’s that?” His face pulled to one side with confusion.
“Like video games?” I said, miming playing Galaga. Gus shook his head.
“Don’t know what the fuck ya on about.” He rested the wooden spoon on the side of the frying pan and walked over to his bags. There were three of them piled on top of each other, Dad’s shovel leaning on the wall next to them. He rummaged around, pulling out a thick roll of twenty-dollar notes.
“Here ya go,” he said, peeling one off and handing it to me. There was dried mud all over his fingers. I looked him up and down like it was a trick. But he seemed serious. So I took the money.
“You keep out of my bags though, eh?” he said. I nodded.
“Thanks Gus,” I said, running past him and out the door.
 
The glass on Al’s front door had been broken for years. Someone had written ‘Jesus Saves’ on the banana box taped over the hole. I could never figure out if it was a joke or not.
“Look who’s here,” Lui said, opening the door and roughing up my straight blond hair. Lui was big, not just for his age, but in general. He wasn’t even seventeen yet and he looked like a grown man. His uncle, who was kind of his dad, used to teach boxing to him and some of the other neighbourhood boys in the backyard. Out of everyone Lui was the best.
“Good power,” his uncle would say, watching his nephew lay into the heavy bag hanging from the back deck. He trained hard and would listen to instruction. Al on the other hand was a natural but never took it serious. He’d jump around, doing moves from Enter the Dragon until his uncle chased him off.
 
Until recently Lui had been sprinting down one of those roads that don’t lead anywhere good. Fighting and doing crimes. Almost everyone I knew was fighting and doing crimes, but when you’re a massive brown kid you tend to get treated different. So things were looking grim. But a year ago he turned his back on all that, got into breakdancing and ever since his only real risk of trouble was looking out for Al.
 
“What’s ya sister up to?” Lui asked. Him and Summer were in the same class at Seddon High School. They used to play together when they were kids. But now Lui had a crush on her. Me and Al talked at length about how weird that was.
“Don’t know, probably at her mate’s.” I waited for him to let me into the house, but he just stood there grinning. I’d always looked up to Lui and seeing him lovestruck over my weird sister was kind of ruining it.
“You should bring her round sometime.”
“Where’s Al?” I asked, pushing past him.
 
Inside, framed photos lined the hall, all of them evenly spaced. Generations of Al’s family all smiling at me from the past. The house smelt like a mix of wet clothes, Vicks VapoRub and the cheap deodorant Lui soaked himself in.
“Hey,” Al’s aunty said when I walked into the narrow kitchen. She was stirring something in a large aluminium pot. “Tell your mum I got that fish for her. She better hurry before this lot eat it.”
“Ok,” I said, giving her a hug.
Al’s aunty was strict, at least compared to my parents, but in a way that made you want to do what she said. Not like some of the kids from school, the ones whose parents beat them into a facsimile of love. She was funny like Al, quick to laugh. Whenever we all watched TV together she’d be yelling at the characters the whole time.
“Look out. Gosh, leave her alone. I hate him.”
 
I found Al sitting on the floor in the lounge, a pile of blank video tapes in front of him. His cousins Fortune and Kale were sprawled out on the couch, watching some action film. Kale looked half asleep. He was the oldest of the cousins and worked night shift up at the gas station on Williamson Ave. Al said he had a whole life no one knew about. He reckoned he played pokies and had at least three girlfriends. But Al might have just been talking shit.
“You running away from home again?” Fortune asked, smiling up at me from the couch. She was in her last year of high school and I kind of had a crush on her. The way you do before sex and love takes you hostage. She was tall like the rest of her family, with sleepy brown eyes, and though she was always teasing me, she was kind.
“Nah,” I said, hoping my cheeks weren’t turning red.
“Wobbling away from home, more like it.” Her schoolbooks were scattered all over the couch. Fortune was good at maths, like really good. She got to go to a different school every Thursday afternoon just to learn maths.
“You can talk,” I said, sitting on a mattress that lay in front of the TV.
“Don’t make me get off this couch.” She laughed, waving a fist at me.
“We got all the Jaws films,” Al interrupted, holding up a video tape with ‘Jaws 3’ written on it in Vivid. Lui had come home with a second video player last year. He never said where he got it and no one ever asked. He hooked the two machines together to make dubs, and now there was a growing collection of movies. Watching those three films was probably why I never really learnt to swim.
 
“He gave you $20?” Al said as we walked up Williamson Ave and onto Surrey Crescent. It was cold and I wished I’d worn my jacket. Al had a stack of Garbage Pail Kids cards he was flicking through. He’d traded them with Rats for a Michael Jackson tape. Rats was one of the only other pālagi kids in my school. He was always crying and smelt like raw meat.
“Yeah, for nothing.”
“Far, that’s heaps of credits.”
Normally we’d be heading up to the arcade with a dollar or two max.
“They got Kung-Fu Master up there now,” I said, holding myself against the wind.
“I reckon he’s gonna want something for that money,” Al said, and spat into the Friday afternoon traffic.
 
Al dropped one of the cards and it was picked up by the wind and went fluttering down Surrey Crescent. Past the dairy where we shoplifted chocolate; the fish shop, with its rows of gaping mouths and glassy eyes; the takeaways where my family ate every Friday; the fruit store, showing off baskets full of taro and green bananas; the post office on the corner; the two opposing video stores, shelves filled with postcards from the outside world; the bank that got robbed like clockwork every other month; the butcher who knew Dad from before; the second-hand store, overflowing with broken furniture. It flew through the music of the street, a chorus of Tongan, Māori, Niuean, Chinese, Samoan, English, Fijian, Hindi. And then the wind grew tired and dropped the card out front of a yellow neon sign that read ‘Video Games’.






The Games
All the kids at school called me Obi. Most of them didn’t even know my real name. When I started getting the high score on video games, I needed a three-letter initial. One night we were watching The Empire Strikes Back at Al’s and I was like “that’s the name”.
 
For a few years, if you checked the leader board on any of the games around Grey Lynn, Obi would be in the top five. And if it was one of my games, one of the ones I understood better than anything in my life to date, there would be my name, in that number-one spot. There’s probably a game out there today, collecting dust in some bar, with my name glowing in the dark.
 
At school you could be good at one of three things: fighting, art or sports. I sucked at sport and was too short to fight good. Summer taught me to sketch a little, but I was nowhere near as talented as Los, who could draw all the spaceships from Star Wars perfect. But then video games became popular. I understood them. There was something calming about the predictability of all that light and movement. Real life wasn’t like that, there were no patterns to learn, just chaos.
 
When I see those old games now, after the initial wave of nostalgia dissipates, they look quaint. The graphics, with their bright colours and sharp edges, are like something a child would draw. But there was a world inside them, a strangeness that haunted me long after the last life. It never occurred to me that they were designed by people. It felt like they appeared from some other dimension. When you played a new game for the first time, it was confusing. You dropped in your coins and into the game. There were no instructions, you had to figure it out on the fly.
 
Dad used to say it’s important to be great at something, to have a talent no one else can match. For someone who avoided work like it gave you cancer, he was pretty aspirational in his way. I found my talent outside the graffiti-covered dairies and in the dingy arcades. Suddenly I was special. I stopped getting as many hidings and whenever I played, kids would gather around.
 
The long narrow room smelt like weed and piss. In the corner, by the entrance, a jukebox was screaming the hits. Rows of arcade games lined both walls, their screens lighting up the gloom. I handed the $20 to the white guy behind the counter. All day, every day he sat there, watching TV and fixing his spiky red hair. He looked me up and down when I gave him the note. Then handed over a hundred twenty-cent coins without saying anything.
“This must be what it’s like to be rich,” I said, giving Al a handful of twenty-cent pieces.
 
Lez was on Kung-Fu Master. He was the leader of a gang of losers, who’d drive around in his broken-down old car, listening to metal and chasing after kids. But despite being the kind of person that was probably hatched from an egg, Lez was really good at games. He was the only other person who got their name up as much as me. At the local spacies parlour on Surrey Crescent, the leader board was filled with alternating LEZ and OBI. I’d usually beat him once I knew the game, but he was still better than everyone else. So I had to half respect him.
 
Lez was older than me and Al. It was hard to tell how old exactly because when you’re young, anyone over thirteen seems grown up, but if I had to guess I’d say he was around nineteen. He had a little wispy moustache and smoked ciggies like it was his job. His long brown hair hung over his acne-scarred face and he wore T-shirts with devils and shit on them. Back then, if you were waiting for a turn on one of the games, you’d put your coin on the bottom of the screen. That meant you had next. Sometimes Lez would walk past and just scoop up all the coins. If you complained he’d grab the back of your arm and squeeze, his fingers digging into a nerve. Other times he’d push your head into the screen, bang. Your nose is bleeding. There was a clearly defined pecking order in the neighbourhood. Lez and his mates were pretty far down that list, but to me, out of all the groups to look out for, they were the most unnerving. They only ever picked on the younger kids, and it wasn’t like they would rob you. Lez just seemed to enjoy hurting people. Personally, I preferred your run-of-the-mill bullies. You knew what to expect from them: threats, put-downs and a hiding. But weirdos like Lez, they were unpredictable.
 
Me and Al played Punch-Out!! down the other end of the arcade. Al kept muttering about giving Lez a hiding, but he was all talk. He didn’t have that violence in him, not like his brother. So instead we took our frustrations out on the pixelated opponents on screen.
“We should go to the movies,” Al said as I frantically tapped the buttons, throwing lefts and rights at my opponent.
“I wanna spend this money on games.”
“We can just sneak in.”
“What if we get caught?” I hit the uppercut button, knocking my player down for the second time.
“Then we’ll run.”
“We’re not exactly Carl Lewis.”
“Whatever.”
I was just about to finish my opponent when the time ran out. “Fuck,” I said, banging the screen.
“Oi, you can fuck off if you do that again,” Spikey Hair yelled from behind the counter.
“Sorry,” I said smiling, giving him the fingers when he looked away.


 
Al loved movies, same as how I loved games. I reckon watching them was the only time he didn’t feel like he needed to perform. He was always coming up with film ideas.
“They should make a zombie movie, but like it’s just adults who are zombies and the kids have to kill them all.” At first he was only into Hollywood films like all the other kids at school. Then the year before Gus turned up, I was in a second-hand bookstore with Mum, and I found this book ‘Great Filmmakers of the 20th Century’. I spent the five dollars Mum had given me buying it for Al’s birthday. Once he got that book he became truly obsessed. He started going to foreign films, like from Asia and Europe that had subtitles at the bottom of the screen. I went with him occasionally, but all that reading got boring.
 
A few years later, after everything went down, we watched Drugstore Cowboy at The Academy. Snuck in just after it started and sat right up the front.
“Bit close to home,” Summer said when I told her afterwards.
As the credits rolled, and Desmond Dekker sang about Israelites, Al turned to me.
“This is what I want to do, eh,” he said.
“Be a drug addict?”
“Nah, make films.”
Even though Dad was an artist, and Summer too, I guess, it still shocked me. The idea you could dream of something that big, something that no one we knew had ever done, seemed so dangerous.






The Takeaways
On the way home from the arcade, I stood outside the dairy working up the courage to go in. The old man who owned the shop caught me and Al shoplifting Milky Bars a few weeks back. He chased us all the way to the park. We hid in the trees, while he paced around the field yelling at us in a mix of English and Hindi. But now a boy younger than me was working. He could barely see over the counter. I’d saved enough change to buy Mum a Coke. If I had to list all the things Mum loved, a can of Coke would be right up there next to books and dogs. But it could only be a treat, someone else had to buy it for her. It wouldn’t work if she just bought herself a big bottle.
I left the dairy and walked quickly along the bubblegum-pocked footpath. The sun was almost gone and I hated the dark, slept with the lights on until I was fifteen years old.
 
“How are you, love?” Mum said, putting her book down when I walked in. The curtains were drawn. The room had bad breath. She adjusted herself in the bed, tying up her greasy blonde hair. Her round face was grey as a school morning.
“Got you a Coke, Mum.” I handed her the can. She looked at it and then back at me. Her eyes asking questions.
“Where did you get the money for this?”
“Gus gave me $20.” Mum’s eyes got far away. “I’ve been playing spacies,” I added, in case she was wondering what I did with the rest of the money.
“Just be careful around him, eh?” she said. I lay down in the bed and pressed myself up against her soft, warm body.


“Why?” She looked up at the ceiling. I watched her laboured breathing as her thoughts drifted out of the room.
“Hey,” I said.
“Yeah, hon?”
“You’re going to be ok, eh?” She didn’t say anything for a minute. I just lay there, holding her, feeling her chest rise and fall.
“Want to read some of your book?” she said, kissing me on the top of my head.
 
We’d been reading Treasure Island. Normally Mum read out whatever novels she had at the time. But Grandma, Dad’s mum, said we shouldn’t be reading all those grown-up stories.
“Give the poor kid nightmares.”
Grandma had all sorts of ideas about how we should be raised. Most of them involved beatings. And even though we lived on the wrong side of the poverty line, Grandma thought us spoiled.
“Spare the rod, spoil the child,” she’d say, chain-smoking in our kitchen. Not that we were spared shit. She lived in a Mt Roskill state house, plastic on the couches and talkback on the radio. How she raised a man like Dad still confuses me. All they had in common was drinking and not giving a fuck about most things.
I’d found Treasure Island at a second-hand bookstore Mum took me. She’d caught me looking at a book about sex from the 70s. It was full of black and white photos of naked hippies. They weren’t like the women in Lui’s porn mags, all plastic and perfect. These couples were covered in hair and had awkward expressions on their faces.
“Do you want me to get that for you?” Mum asked, smiling at me.
“No,” my face catching fire. I tried to put the book back on the shelf but it wouldn’t fit. Mum took it off me.
“Why don’t you go look at that section?” She pointed to an overflowing shelf with a piece of cardboard stuck to it that said ‘Classics’ in red pen. As I walked past all those forgotten stories, I saw a small hardcover book, ‘Treasure Island’ embossed on the blue fabric. I ran my finger along the words. It looked like the kind of book someone would read a magic spell out of.


“Come on then, let’s get it,” Mum said.
I was hooked from the start. I loved the main character, Jim Hawkins. The way he outwitted the pirates even though he was scared. For some reason this made him seem braver than the heroes in the action films me and Al watched.
“He’s onto it, eh Mum?”
“Yeah, he’s pretty clever,” she said, “just like you.” Which made me smile, even if it wasn’t true.
 
“Here’s the boy now,” Mad Sam said when I walked out of Mum’s room. I could tell by the melody of his voice he was already pissed. On the kitchen table sat a box of beers and a night’s worth of bullshit. Everyone looked up except Dad who was writing on the back of a receipt.
A skinny woman I’d never seen before sat on Gus’s lap.
“Hey, I’m Lena,” the woman said, her voice high-pitched like a cartoon. She wore a long hippie dress and wooden beads around her neck.
“You want some of my wine?” she asked, stroking my chubby face.
“Don’t give the fucking kid booze, ya muppet,” Gus hissed, banging the table, making everyone jump and setting the dog off.
“Like a zoo in here, eh,” Lena said over the barking. Dad looked up, flashing his golden smile from behind a cloud of smoke.
 
I opened the fridge even though I knew it was empty.
“What’s for dinner?” I asked without much hope.
“There’ll be something in there,” Dad said, still writing.
“I thought you went out to eat?” Gus peered around the skinny woman’s shoulder.
“Nah, I told you I was playing spacies.” I shut the fridge and started going through the cupboards. Occasionally there would be noodles or a stray biscuit.
“You know what he’s on about?” Gus asked Dad.
“Ok, who wants to hear a poem?” Dad said, standing up, the receipt in his hand.
“Yes,” Lena cried, clapping her hands together.


“Ok it’s called ‘Useless Jesus’.” Dad cleared his throat:
“I’d turn water to wine
And wine to piss
In celebration of her
I’d resurrect her enemies
Just to slay them once more
For her
Pull the nails from my palms
With my stigmata
And hold her
I’m a useless jesus
She is god”
“God was Jesus’s dad,” Gus said, like he’d never laughed at anything in his life.
“Whatever, I’m pissed.” Dad threw the piece of paper on the ground. He always did this, treating the poems like rubbish once they were finished. Mum tried to get him to write in notebooks. But he’d just rip the pages out once the poem was done. The only poems of his that got published in journals or magazines were the ones Mum hid away. At the time, before I knew that some people smash holes in their life on purpose, I thought Dad just needed somewhere to store his words.
 
Gus was staring at Dad again. His poem about Jesus must have struck a chord with the big man, because he was trying to rip Dad’s skin off with his eyes. But Dad was too pissed to notice. He reminded me of Long John Silver. Gus that is. You never quite knew if he was a goodie or a villain. Dad was always the loudest in any situation, but Gus directed the mood. On the rare occasion he smiled or made a joke, the room would let out a long sigh. But when he got in one of his moods, it was like being stalked by a wild animal. Lena must have sensed something was about to go down because she stood up.
“Come on, let’s get some takeaways, Gus’s shout.” She sounded like the cockatoo me and Al used to walk past on Franklin Road. Al had been trying to teach it to say “ufa” without any luck.
“I don’t think he understands Samoan,” I said.
“Stupid racist bird,” Al said, looking dejected as the cockatoo nodded its head at him.
 
Everyone piled out the front door. I peered into Summer’s room as I walked past but she still wasn’t home.
“Wanna sit in the front?” Gus asked me. He was smiling, which made me uncomfortable.
“Yeah,” I said suspiciously. No one ever let kids sit up front. Gus, Mad Sam and Dad piled into the back of a rusty old Vauxhall.
“Put ya seat belt on,” Lena said. I tried not to think about the drunk driving ads they always played at night. She turned the key and the car started groaning.
“Pull the choke out,” Gus yelled.
“Fuck off,” Lena snapped. She turned the key again. The car spluttered a couple of times and the engine turned over. She pulled out of the park and my seat fell backwards. Everyone cracked up laughing. Gus pushed it forward with his knees.
“Hold on,” she said. “It’s not bolted to the floor.” Everyone was still laughing as we sped off down Crummer Road.
 
“What you want, boy?” Gus asked, leaning on the counter. The shop shone bright, filling the Grey Lynn night with the smell of hot oil and deep-fried batter.
“Umm, I’ll have two fish and a chips and a potato fritter,” I said.
“What about the rest of you useless pricks?”
“My lover wants some spring rolls, and I’ll have a fish,” Dad said. Gus pulled out a fistful of notes and handed them to the man behind the counter.


 
“That’s what spacies is,’ I said to Gus, pointing at a wooden cabinet. It had slime green writing that read ‘Galaga’ along the top. I took the last of my twenty-cent coins out of my pocket and dropped it into the machine. A chime rang out and then a tune started playing as the enemy ships flew into formation. Gus leant against the machine watching intently as I raced through the first level.
“Fuck, you’re pretty good at this, eh,” he said, slapping me on the back. Despite myself I felt my body fill with pride.
Just as level two was loading Dad walked over and put his hand on Gus’s shoulder.
“You reckon you could buy us some smokes,” he said. “I’ll owe you.”
“You already fucking owe me,” Gus said, his voice quiet and mean. Dad backed away, like the dog when you throw something at it. When I looked back at the screen my spaceship was exploding.






The House
Dad loved number 58 Crummer Road. He always had big plans for that house. On his days off, and they were mostly days off back then, he liked strutting around outside, gesturing with a limp rollie at the rusted gutters and rotting weatherboards.
“Gonna get into here soon, we’ll rip this out, build a fucking sleepout here for the kids, been looking at this paint I wanna get for the door frames.”
And maybe none of that stuff ever happened, but that villa was an anchor to a time and place, or at least the idea of one, that we lived in for a time.
The house was surrounded by a rickety fence that looked like a half-decent gust of wind could take it out. An uneven brick path led up to the creaking deck. The front door handle was coated in rust. It was seldom locked and had an ornate stained-glass window that looked out of place amongst the rot and peeling paint. Inside the dark hallway the smell hit you; old wood, burnt coffee, mildew, beer, ciggies, weed, incense, cooked onions, dogs. On the right was my room, on the left my parents, Summer’s next to theirs. And at the end of the hall was the kitchen. The house only had two bedrooms so Summer got the living room. This meant all the living happened in the kitchen. The scratched-up wooden table Dad’s mate made us took up the centre of the room, a half dozen mismatched chairs around it. The old green couch Mum’s dog Ham lived on was up against the wall. Beyond the cobwebbed windows an overgrown garden stood watching as the Holden Kingswood rusted useless in the driveway. The house wasn’t anyone’s idea of flash. But a treasure’s value comes from its proximity to your heart.
 
The day after the bombing, and Gus turning up, a letter arrived. It didn’t look dangerous, sitting on the kitchen table by a pile of Mum’s books. But that piece of paper tore a hole in our lives, as big as the one in that green boat. I didn’t know this at the time, being eleven years old and not exactly a financial genius, but it turned out my parents didn’t really own 58 Crummer Road at all. Sure they had the keys, but the land and the timber, all that belonged to the bank. I don’t know if Dad had some scheme on the go or if he was hoping the bank would forget about the money he owed them. But the letter said they were three payments late on the mortgage. “One more and they can foreclose,” Mum said.
“We’ll figure it out love,” Dad said, smiling like he’d never met a problem in his life.
Then he headed up to the Gluepot with Sam and Gus, and Mum sat at the kitchen table with a pencil writing down numbers and crossing them out.






The Adventure
Not long after that, a new game appeared at the spacie parlour. I was helping Dad wash the car when Al came wandering down Crummer Road. He was eating a seadog, a battered tube filled with random seafood and god knows what. More than once he got food poisoning from that monstrosity, but he always went back. Couldn’t help himself.
“Why you washing the car?” Al asked, pointing his seadog in the direction of the vehicle.
“Cos it’s fucking dirty,” Dad said, through his teeth.
“It doesn’t work though.” Al kicked one of the tires.
“What do you want?” Dad asked, hosing down the side of the car.
“Obi, they got the Star Wars game up the road.”
“Why don’t you boys go play sport or something?” Dad said.
“Why don’t you write a poem about your shitty car?” Dad tried to squirt Al with the hose but he danced out of the way.
 
The arcade was packed. People crowded around the new game. At the centre, hunched over the machine, was Lez. He had an Anthrax patch sewn on the back of his denim jacket.
Lez was in control of Luke Skywalker flying through Endor on a speeder. Stormtroopers came at him but he rammed them out of the way. Instead of buttons and a joystick, the game had a steering wheel like in the movies. A couple of Lez’s mates stood on either side of the machine. One was chubby and had a moustache and looked younger than Lez. The other guy was tall, with black hair, leaning over the console. Aside from that they all looked identical with their long hair and devil-worshipping clothes. The tall guy glanced at us then leant down and said something to Lez. He looked over and sneered. A stormtrooper flew up and shot him.
“Fuck,” Lez kneed the machine.
“Oi,” Spikey Hair yelled from behind his counter.
“Game over,” Al said, laughing as Lez pushed his way out of the crowd. Then the three of them stopped right in front of us and I felt like I might piss my track pants. Lez pulled out a pocket knife, one of those red ones that people took camping.
“I’m going to cut your balls off,” he hissed. Al tried to keep laughing but I could tell he was shitting himself.
“You want me to wrap this around ya ugly face?” We all turned. Spikey Hair was holding a baseball bat like he was dying for an excuse to hit someone with it. Lez spat on the ground.
“Let’s go,” he said, folding up the knife.
 
While everyone was distracted, Al snuck over to the machine and dropped in his twenty-cent coin, but the game didn’t start.
“What the fuck?” he said, hitting the one-player button.
“It’s sixty cents,” Rats said.
“You got any coins?” Al asked me.
“Nah,” I said, my hand on my chest, wondering if I was too young to have a heart attack.
Al hit the refund button but the coin didn’t fall out.
“Oi, your game stole my twenty!” He yelled at Spikey hair, who was back in his office. But he just laughed and gave Al the fingers.
 
I knocked on Mum’s door, lightly, as though I could only half wake her up.
“Mum, you got any coins?”
“No, I don’t, love,” she said, her voice barely making it out of the room. I knew Summer wouldn’t have anything. She occasionally worked at the Open Late Cafe on weekends. Some nights me and Al would go up and Summer would sneak us stale slices of cake. We’d watch all the wasted people wander down Ponsonby Road.


“This cake is like cardboard.”
But apart from that she was as broke as the rest of us. Which just left Dad.
 
“Hey, Dad?” He was leaning into the back seat of the car, chucking cans and bits of trash onto the footpath. Al was about to say something but I shook my head.
“We really want to play this new game, and we need some change . . .”
Dad pulled out a book from under the seat. He held up a tattered copy of Stephen King’s Firestarter.
“You boys want this?” Al screwed up his face.
“Sure,” I said, taking the book. I waited for Dad to say something else, but he just kept throwing shit out of the car. I turned to Al and shrugged.
 
The couch was almost hollow from the dog ripping the stuffing out of it. Dad had pushed pillows into the holes, but it was kind of like sitting on lumpy dirt. I’d found a half empty packet of Refresh in the cupboard. Me and Al were on the couch taking turns pouring the sweet powder into our mouths.
“This sucks,” I said.
“Yeah, I can taste ants,” Al said wincing.
“How are we going to get sixty cents?”
“I thought you said you got all the ants out?”
“Shut up.” We sat in silence while we finished the Refresh. I got up to see if there was any more. I stepped over Gus’s stuff and then stopped.
“Oi, keep a lookout.” I bent down and started going through the bags.
“What you doing, Obi?”
Al got up and leant on the wall by the back door so he could see down the hallway.
“Gus had money in here eh,” I said. “And Dad reckons he owes him anyway.”
 
The first bag was filled with clothes that smelled like they hadn’t been washed in years. Beneath them was an old army bag, covered in patches from different parts of New Zealand: Taupō, Gisborne, Whakatāne. I opened the straps. There was an envelope with some old photos of Gus when he was younger, holding a baby, and then a more recent photo of a girl with bright red hair. She sat on some steps out front of a yellow house, smiling. On the back in messy capitals someone had written ‘OLIVE 1981’. I stuffed the photos back in the packet and dug deeper into the bag. I found a blank cassette with the word ‘Demo’ written on it.
Then I saw it, sticking out of the pages of the tattered bible. White, with grubby fingerprints.
“Should I open it?” I said, holding up the envelope.
“Yeah, it’s probably full of cash,” Al said. He leaned forward as I peeled it open. But there wasn’t cash inside. Instead there was a folded piece of yellow paper. On that paper was a map.






The Dance
After Al left for dinner, I went into the backyard to think. It smelled like something had died out there in the long grass. Sitting in one of the old deckchairs I tried to breathe through my mouth and make sense of what had happened. Why would Gus have a map? What was it a map of? It was hand drawn, rough, like someone had made it in a hurry. I thought about Jim Hawkins in Treasure Island. After he found the map he showed it to Dr Livesey, who helped devise a plan. But I didn’t know any adults like that.
 
Later that night when Summer came home with a rolled-up canvas under her arm, I was exhausted from all that thinking.
“What ya got there?” Dad asked. Even though Summer barely talked to the old man anymore, she pushed the empty beer bottles and dirty plates aside, and unrolled the painting on the kitchen table between Dad and Gus.
“Shit hot, Summer,” Dad said, leaning over. Mum got up off the couch and looked down at the painting with us.
It was our house. But all the walls looked watery, like a reflection in Western Springs lake. Summer stood there proud, while Mum and Dad praised her. Even Gus nodded his head and sucked on his teeth.
“Pretty cool,” he said.
“Where did you get the canvas from?” Mum asked.
“A friend.” Summer said, like she was talking to the cops.
I didn’t know much of nothing about art. So I copied Dad as he tilted his head left and right, taking it all in.


 
Dad hung the painting on the wall right above the dog couch.
“Look at that, eh?” He said, admiring his handiwork. But Summer had gone back to ignoring him. Not that he ever really noticed. Most of the time Dad existed in an oblivious kind of optimism. Maybe that was why he didn’t seem worried about the letter from the bank. But Mum was too smart to succumb to the stale warmth of wishful thinking.
“It’s a lot of money,” she’d said when they were unpacking the shopping that afternoon.
“We’ll think of something,” Dad said, placing some cans of tomatoes in the cupboards.
“We don’t need to think of something, you just need to get some work, hon.” Dad went quiet for a bit.
“We might lose the house and with my health we . . .” Mum stopped talking and glanced at me. “We need to keep hold of this place.”
But Dad never hid anything from us kids, and I could see on his face he was thinking of every possible way to get money that didn’t involve working. The house meant everything to him, so it wasn’t like he didn’t care. I guess he had his own way of negotiating with life.
 
By the time the leftover dinner sat cold on the stove, my parents had stopped worrying about money. Gus was hunched over his bags, going through them, angrily muttering to himself. I held my breath until eventually he took out his bible and went and sat at the kitchen table.


Mum drank a mug of wine and stared out into the garden, filled with rusting appliances and trees with attitude problems. I was watching Dukes of Hazzard with Summer when Dad walked over and turned the TV off.
“Dad,” Summer said.
“Don’t want that redneck shit in my house.” Even though I loved that show I kept quiet, wanting Dad to think I agreed with him.
The old man walked over to the tape deck in the kitchen. He dropped in a cassette and hit play. ‘Sunday Morning’ by The Velvet Underground came on. The tiny speakers drained the song of all its low end. But still, that music changed the light in the room.
Dad pulled Mum to her feet and she smiled down at him as they held each other and danced. Me and Summer forgot about The Dukes of Hazzard.
Gus looked up from his book about angels and hell to watch them gliding over the kitchen floor, littered with dust and dog hair.






The Bookstore
Mum had the kind of intelligence that’s actually useful, as opposed to almost everyone else I knew: Einsteins at ruining their lives. But Mum could make sense of things; the way bad thoughts travel in packs, how words are a form of possession and how people have seasons just like the weather. In our neighbourhood, this ability was a type of magic. I always found it hard to understand why she hadn’t done something with that brain of hers. On the day I finally got the guts to ask her we were standing in the Hard to Find Bookshop. For a heartbeat she looked hurt, and then she went back to studying the dog-eared book she was holding.
“It’s hard to explain.”
I didn’t say anything. It was a trick I’d learnt watching the adults. If you stayed quiet people would usually keep talking. She looked over at me and laughed.
“Don’t be peculiar.” She put the book back and pulled out another. “I guess for a few years it really felt like all this would fall away and something new, something better would take its place.”
“All what?” She lowered the book and looked up towards the ceiling.
“The city, the cops, the rednecks, the racists and women haters, the schools and awful jobs, all the things that make life feel weary.”
“But it didn’t,” I said.
“But it didn’t,” she repeated, putting the book back on the shelf.
 
Before she got sick, Mum had been studying literature at the university. All her essays came back with ‘A’s scrawled on them. But after her illness forced her to drop out, the main way Mum used her magic was with books. She seemed to know everything there was to know about writers and their stories. Sometimes when she finished reading me a book she’d ask what I thought of it. And then she’d explain all the secrets the writer had hidden between the sentences. Over the years she built up a library in her bedroom. Mum was so proud of that collection. She couldn’t afford to just go down to Whitcoulls and buy a book brand new. Instead she had to go to second-hand stores and op shops, searching through boxes of old clothes and tattered romance novels. When a book grabbed her attention, she’d narrow her gaze and turn it around in her hands. Then, if it was what she was after, she’d nod her head.
“Yes,” she’d say quietly to herself. But lately she’d begun selling her books. That morning I’d asked her why as she packed up a box of them. She stood up, like her bones were filled with lead.
“I’ve read them all,” she said, as though they were worthless, now their secrets were revealed.
 
The bus slowly shook its way through the inner city. Mum sat by the window next to the box of books. I could tell she didn’t feel great. She kept wincing and clutching at her stomach.
“We can go home if you don’t feel well, Mum,” I said.
“I’m fine, I can’t waste my life in that bed.”
As the bus made its way towards Onehunga, Mum gave me a history lesson.
 
“See down there, under Grafton Bridge, that’s where we all lived when we were young. Me and your dad, Sam and even Gus before he was such a prick, all of us down in that gully. But now it’s just a motorway, isn’t it. One of the first times I met your dad we walked around the Domain, fed stale bread to the ducks and he gave me a necklace he’d made out of shells. This is before he wrote poetry, but he was always a poet.” The bus turned onto Khyber Pass, and Mum kept talking as we drove past empty shops and a giant carpark building. “There’s Newmarket, that’s where all the factories were, before they moved them out south. Dad and Sam worked in one, packing stuff. But they got fired for nicking the boxes. Your dad started to write at that job. They had these little red notebooks for recording serial numbers of whatever they packed. And your dad began writing these notes about whatever was on his mind. I still remember the first one he read to me.
“When I am with you
There is no time
When I am here
Each minute is a tooth
I have to rip from my gums
“We were all so impressed. I mean, he didn’t read and yet he had those words in him. Soon the notebooks were full and he started writing on the boxes and packing slips, the walls and table at home.” There was a crack in the leather seat. I reached into it with my fingers and pulled out some of the grey stuffing. I couldn’t imagine a time before Dad wrote. My whole life he’d been scribbling down whatever was in his head. “The first night he performed his words, it was at a party in our old falling-down house below the bridge. He was so nervous. But soon as he got up in front of everyone he changed. Not just on stage, but forever. It was like he knew who he was suddenly.
“Sometimes people question: why? Why do I love him? Not even out loud. Just a look. And I always think about how funny, how romantic he is. But more importantly, your dad, he’s predictable. Even in all his lunacy, it’s steady. There’s a lot to be said for that.”
Then she stopped and looked at me, embarrassed. She started rubbing the condensation off the window with her sleeve. I could tell she hadn’t meant to tell me everything.
 
Mum marched down the street carrying the box. Even though she was sick, she walked fast, always pulling away from me, her blonde hair streaming out behind her.
Onehunga Mall was one long road lined with hardware stores filled with rickety shelves, fruit shops with flies crawling all over the produce, dairies packed so tight with their wares they were little mazes inside.
“Wait,” I yelled, jogging after Mum. She stopped and laughed at me.
“Come on slow coach, it’s going to close soon.” She pulled me into her side when I caught up. She was damp with sweat. “You got your dad’s little legs, didn’t you?”
Pressed together, we took a right down a side street. Outside the old bookstore, a young woman with a shaved head was dragging the sign in.
“Can we pop in? I got some books to sell.” Mum said out of breath. The woman sighed and then waved us in.
“Closing in fifteen,” she mumbled.


I left Mum haggling with the shaved head woman. The floorboards creaked as I wandered past shelves stacked with books. At the end of one of the rows, an old man was hunched over a box. He had a thick white beard and long skinny arms poking out from rolled-up shirt sleeves.
“Do you work here?” I asked. My voice almost a whisper. The man turned and smiled up at me. His eyes were warm.
“I do,” he said at a normal volume.
“Is there any books about buried treasure, like in New Zealand?” The old man ran his thin fingers through his beard. Then he stood up.
“I think there might be. Let’s go have a look, eh?” He limped towards the back of the shop and stopped at a table piled with large hardcover books, bound with thick cloth. He began running his knotted fingers over them.
“There’s one here somewhere, I’m sure,” he said, picking up a green book with a drawing of a man panning for gold. “Yes, this is it.” He passed me the book. The Lost Gold of Lake Alabaster. I rested it on the ground and began flicking through the pages. There were more drawings of the goldminers. They looked like cowboys with their hats and guns. But near the back of the book they had turned to skeletons dressed in rags.
“What happened to them?” I asked, looking up at the old man.
“Gold fever,” he said. “Old fashioned greed as it’s otherwise known.”


 
It was getting dark and the phone box smelt like piss. Headlights flashed past me. I dropped the ten-cent coin into the pay phone and dialled our home number.
“Hey,” Gus said.
“Is Dad there?”
“Nah, he’s up the road.” I waited for him to ask if I was okay, but he just breathed loudly into the phone.
“Mum’s sick, can you come get us?”
“I don’t have the Vauxhall and the Holden’s stuffed.”
“Yeah,” I said. Of course I knew the Holden was broken down, leaking oil all over the driveway. A great wave of anger rose up above the phone box and crashed down over me. Just as it washed away, a smaller wave of panic followed. I looked across the road at Mum, sitting at the bus stop. She was bent forward holding onto her stomach.
“Hey,” Gus said. “Have you been going through my stuff?”
Then the money ran out and the phone went dead.






The Bacon Factory
The Holden Kingswood had been fucked for ages. It might have been longer, but when you’re a kid time has no landmarks. Dad was saving up to buy parts. Though his version of saving was doing nothing and staring out the window every so often, saying “the fucking car’s still fucked.”
 
In the end Dad’s mate Lance got him a few days at the Hydra Bacon Factory. Lance had his shit together slightly more than most of Dad’s mates. He was a big guy who seemed to understand that having a job was just one of those shitty parts of life. They’d become friends when Dad first started working in that rat-infested building. Back when he’d just met Mum. The yellow neon sign used to light up College Hill at night. Then Mad Sam got involved with the drug dealers and asked Dad to be his associate.
“Those were some good times weren’t they, babe?” Dad would say, squeezing Mum’s hand.
“Yeah, they were.” She’d squeeze back and it was like a movie or something. They’d bought the house and the car and even took a trip to Dunedin.
But the cops got involved and the people supplying the drugs got arrested, or worse. Maybe it was good luck that Gus got locked up when he did. After that Mum had to be the breadwinner on top of studying while Dad sat around the house looking after us. Which was okay, especially when he was in a fun mood. We’d write stories together. Dad would drag out the dress-up box and we’d get into costume and act them out. When it wasn’t raining we’d go for walks around the neighbourhood, talking to people and exploring abandoned houses.


But some days he’d get restless and disappear for hours.
“Look after the boy,” he’d say to Summer as he walked out the door. Me and Summer would sit around trying to get reception on the TV or find something to eat in the cupboards, until Mum got home from work.
And then Mum started getting tired all the time. The doctors didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t until she worked out that it might be from the needles that she got tested. Even though Mum’s days of getting high were in the past, it seemed like they caught up with her all the same. So she couldn’t work, but Dad didn’t want to go back to the factory, or do anything really, other than write and drink and hang out with Mum.
 
“I love you, but we need money.” Mum kept saying. She had bags under her eyes that no amount of sleep was gonna wash away.
“We’ll be okay,” Dad kept replying, even though there was another letter from the bank and we’d run out of food. Dad took me and Summer to Foodtown so we could keep watch while he shoplifted.
“You see anyone?”
“Nah you’re good, Dad.” I peered around the shelf while he stuffed a chicken into his jacket.
“I wanna go home,” Summer whined.
“No fried chicken for you then,” Dad said, quickly walking down the aisles.
“I’m a vegetarian.”
So we sat around eating the stolen chicken. Mum was silent but she was saying a whole lot with her eyes. Dad, he wasn’t a stupid man, but he could never hear the thoughts of the woman he loved.
So Dad worked three shifts at the Bacon Factory and got enough to buy the car parts he needed. Mum tried to convince him to ask for more work, but he was adamant he didn’t have time.
“I need to fix the car, my love.”
Him, Sam and Gus set about trying to repair the Holden. None of them knew shit about cars. But they had a grease-covered manual and the kind of bravado all men of that generation carried in their blood.
After school I went out and watched the three of them fumbling around.


“Pass us a wrench.”
“That’s a fucking hammer, Sam.”
“Jesus, I’ve cut myself.”
“Don’t blasphemy.”
It was like three idiots who couldn’t swim doing laps at Pt Erin Pools.
 
After a while I grew bored and left them to it. In the kitchen, I flicked back and forth between the two TV channels. My eyes kept being drawn to Gus’s bags in the corner of the room. I turned my attention back to the TV. Terrahawks was on TV One. The puppets gave me the creeps. On the other channel was Bewitched. If it wasn’t for the laugh track you’d never know it was a comedy.
I turned off the television and listened. The house was as quiet as it ever got back then. Getting out of my seat I crept over to the bags and slipped out the map. I stared at it until my eyes hurt. But none of it made any kind of sense. There were no street names, just shaky lines in black pen. A circle with five lines coming off it sat next to a building that looked like a castle, with a tower on the left-hand side. But there were no castles in Auckland. Not that I knew of. Next to some of the lines were drawings of trees. One of the lines turned to dashes and the dashes led to an X. I was putting the map back when I saw the cassette again. I picked it up, turned it over in my hands, wondering if maybe there was a clue recorded on it.
“What are you doing?” I spun around. Mum was standing behind me. I stuffed the tape into my pocket.
“Nothing,” I said, sounding like I’d committed every crime in the last century. Mum rolled her eyes.
“Come on you weirdo. Let’s go walk Ham.”






The Commodore 64
“Do you know what you want for your birthday?” Mum asked. We stood on the edge of the top field at Grey Lynn Park, watching the dogs chase each other. She was leaning her weight on my shoulder.
“A Commodore 64,” I said quickly.
“A what?”
“It’s a computer. You can play games on it.”
Mum sighed. “You know we’re poor, eh?” she said.
“I guess.”
“Uh oh, look at that,” she pointed across the field. Ham had run up to a man sitting on a park bench and stole a sandwich right out of his hand. We watched the man chase after the dog as it hurriedly ate his lunch and then ran back towards us.
“Don’t bloody come over here,” Mum hissed, shooing the dog away.
 
Sometimes when the wind blew west, it brought the burnt sugar smell of the vinegar factory down Crummer Road. Mad Sam really hated that stink.
“It’s not good for ya, they put chemicals in everything these days,” he’d say, pacing around the kitchen, his black woollen jumper covered in tobacco and dog hair.
“Come on, sit down.” Dad would plead from the kitchen table.
“Chemicals in everything, even cat food.” Sam would take a seat, but he was always moving.
To me it was the smell of the neighbourhood, of villas with their dermatitis weatherboards, gardens overgrown with banana plants and honeysuckle hedges. The smell of music drifting from churches and shithole flats, reggae, sirens, screams of celebration and pain, identical except to the well-trained ear.
The smell of graffiti and sunburn, empty stomachs and pockets stuffed with other people’s treasure. Sewage when it rained, of fear, of knowing that reality hates its job, and that being a child is like being stupid on acid.
The smell of taro, burnt bread, factory chemicals, stale beer, fresh cut grass, mould, unwashed clothes. It was the way we thought the future would smell. But the vinegar factory is a supermarket now, so I guess it wasn’t only the children who were stupid, eh?
 
“Hey,” Mum said, clicking her fingers in front of my face. I looked up at her. She’d said she was feeling alright today, but she was like a sketch someone had forgotten to fill in.
“Where did you go?”
“Just daydreaming.”
“So what about your birthday?”
 
Me and Al had seen the Commodore 64 a couple of days before. We were walking home after playing games at Space World and came across a computer shop on Pitt Street, the rows of screens glowing out onto the winter street.
“Let’s look in here,” Al said. Inside, the machines made a low humming noise, their screens filled with green or muted colours.
 
Most of the games were garbage compared to the ones we played at the arcade. But there was one chunky beige computer at the back of the store that caught my eye. On a blue screen, red writing spelled out ‘Pole Position’. I hit enter. A pixelated race car appeared on a grey track.
 
The people in the shop were all staring at us.
“Everyone thinks we’re gonna steal,” Al said.
“I would steal this if they weren’t looking.” I was figuring out the mechanics. It wasn’t as responsive as the arcade games. You had to really lean into the corners. But it was fun. I imagined having one of these at home, getting as many lives as you wanted. Then Al grabbed the controller from me.
“Let’s see what other games this has,” he said, pressing random buttons on the keyboard.
I looked around the store. Some loser in glasses with curly black hair was walking towards us.
“Look at this,” Al said. He’d written ‘penis’ 100 times on the screen.
“You can write on this?” I said.
“You can write ‘penis’.”
“Excuse me.” The loser stood next to us. “Are you guys going to buy anything?” His voice sounded like he’d just been kicked in the balls.
“Nah,” Al said.
“I don’t think so,” I said, typing ‘penis’. “Is there anything for five dollars?”
Al cracked up.
“No,” the man said.
“How much is this thing?” I asked.
“It’s a Commodore 64 and it costs $327,” old Curly Hair said.
“Stink.”
 
I knew our family didn’t have $327 but it couldn’t hurt to ask right? The computer wouldn’t just be good for games. I could write Dad’s poems on it and maybe he could finally do a book. I’d been trying to work out how much I spent on spacies every week, like if I saved that money how long it’d take to get the computer. But we didn’t have maths at my school, or any subject really. Just six hours of screaming, fighting and laughing.


 
“Do you think there’s real-life buried treasure?” I asked Mum.
“Maybe,” she said, watching the man run after our dog.
“Like round here?”
Mum laughed and looked down at me smiling. “I wouldn’t think so,” she said. But Mum didn’t know about the map in Gus’s bag.
The man gave up chasing Ham and sat back on the bench.


“Here boy,” Mum said, putting the lead on the dog when he returned to us.


“Get ya fucking mutt under control!” the man yelled across the field.
“Get stuffed,” Mum said, giving him the fingers. I laughed and gave him the fingers too.
“Let’s go home,” Mum said. “Maybe your dad’s made dinner.”
We walked slowly back up Beaconsfield Street. I can still feel Mum’s weight on my shoulder all these years later.






The Cold
“I’m so cold,” I said, standing in the kitchen, my Star Wars blanket wrapped around me. It was late. Dad and Gus sat in front of the tiny television, watching news footage of the Rainbow Warrior play on the cracked screen. The big old metal heater struggled to heat the room amongst the empty beer bottles scattered about the floor.
“Put some more clothes on, son,” Dad said.
“I’m wearing all my clothes.”
“Come sit on the heater for a bit, then.”
I walked over and sat down, watching the half-submerged boat on the TV. The camera panned across the dark green water. A swappa crate bobbed up and down, the brown bottles still sitting in it.
“You reckon these idiots blew their own boat up by accident?” Gus asked.
“Nah, it’ll be the fucking Americans,” Dad said, reaching down for his beer.
Two men with beards and long hair spoke to a reporter. They looked like the bomb had torn out their hearts. You could feel their grief through the screen.
The news cut to a photo of the man who had died. He sat next to an old Polynesian woman on a dinghy. A thick moustache perched above one of them smiles that makes you briefly wonder if Gus was right, that humans secretly are related to God. A couple more photos came up on the cracked screen. In every image he had his camera on him. The one he went back onto the boat to save.


“Poor prick,” Dad said.
“Shouldn’t have gone back on the boat,” Gus said.
 
When the news ended Dad walked me back to my room. The floorboards were made of ice.
“Sweet dreams,” he said when I was back in my bed, then hugged me, his scratchy face against mine.
“Can we go do something tomorrow?” I asked.
“Yeah maybe, let’s see how we go, eh?” he said, standing up.
“Dad, is Mum okay?” My words turned to mist in front of my face.
“Yeah, of course,” he smiled, like fresh paint on a burning house.
 
I kept the lamp on. But I was still frightened of all that emptiness, lurking at the edge of the light. My nose was numb. I put my head under the covers but the mattress stunk from the damp. Through the wall I could hear Summer listening to her music. I grabbed my jeans off the floor and pulled the cassette out of the pocket. I turned the tape over. But there was no information on it apart from the word ‘Demo’ printed in neat handwriting.
Someone was breaking bottles out on the street. I held my breath. There was distant yelling and then it went quiet again. Just the muddy bass from Summer’s songs.
I stepped carefully over the clothes and toys covering the ground as I snuck out of my room, but something sharp dug into my foot.
“Fuck.”
 
“What are you doing up?” Summer sat in bed drawing in her diary. There were cassettes all over the floor. Her walls were covered in posters of bands I’d never heard of: Hüsker Dü, Sonic Youth, The Pogues.
“What’s this?” I asked, pointing at the tape deck.
“The Smiths.” Summer had washed all her makeup off. She looked young again. Most parents would have been worried that their kid was becoming a professional weirdo. But Mum said she only wanted two things for us: to be safe and to be happy. And Dad seemed to be content as long as we didn’t die.


 
“Can I play a tape?” I asked, sitting on her bed.
“What is it?” Summer looked up from her diary.
“Don’t know. I found it.” Summer shrugged and then went back to her drawing.
I knelt down and placed the cassette into the tape deck and hit play. There was a loud hissing sound. Someone cleared their throat and started playing an acoustic guitar. The song was slow, sad sounding. A man started singing, his voice high and wavering. Like someone trying to tell you a secret while they’re crying.
“God, I’ve been so bad
My thoughts are so evil
I feel like a stranger
Gonna cut off my fingers
So I can’t feel
Won’t feel nothing at all
I’ll be your clover
I’ll be your heart of gold
You’re the red hot anger
Dancing under the sun
In the breathless quiet
With the fear that’ll make you blue
Wish I could feel
Could feel something at all
I’ll be your clover
I’ll be your heart of gold”
“Simon,” Summer said when the song ended.
“You know him?”
“He used to come over when you were a baby,” she said, picking up a different coloured pencil.
“What was he like?”
“Nice, normal, not like the rest of them,” she said, not looking up.


“What happened to him?” I asked. But Summer just shrugged again. I turned the tape over. There was nothing, just a hissing sound. Like someone was listening right back at us.
“Do you think there’s buried treasure in Auckland?” I asked when the tape clicked off.
“What are you on about?”
“Like do you think people bury money?”
“Maybe, sounds like the dumb shit men like to do.”
 
Summer knew about men, or at least boys. She had a secret boyfriend. I knew that was where she was always sneaking off to. At first I thought maybe it was Lui. But sometimes when she was gone all night I’d bump into him and he’d ask after her. She started acting differently too. She was tired a lot and would get grumpy for no reason. One time she came home late when I was still up listening to the radio. She stood in the hallway, crying. When she saw me she turned away and went into her room slamming the door. I stood outside for a long time, too scared to go in.






The Competition
That Wednesday, the sun made a rare appearance. Me and Al were wasting time at the Grey Lynn half pipe. We sat on the grass sharing a packet of chicken chips. I was doing my best to try and get Al excited about the map.
“I found a book about treasure in New Zealand,” I told him.
“Ah yeah,” Al said, taking a fistful of chips.
“They were like gold miners, but they went mental.”
“True.” Al was staring at the ramp, sounding like he’d rather talk about homework than the treasure. Some older kids were drinking and dropping in on their skateboards. None of them were very good, but we didn’t have any money so there wasn’t much else to do.
“Yo.” We turned and saw Lui wearing his new Adidas jacket, white with red sleeves. Me and Al had talked at length about stealing that jacket.
“Want some chips?” Al said, holding the bag out to his brother.
“Nah, I got training soon.” Lui watched the ramp. Someone dropped in and immediately fell on their face.
“Shame,” he yelled. All the skaters turned around and then quickly looked away when they saw who was yelling at them.
“Yous heard about this?” Lui threw a piece of paper on the ground. Al picked it up.
“Oh shit,” he said, handing it to me. “Look.”
There was a photo of an arcade machine, the words ‘Video Game Tournament’ written in big red block letters. And in smaller writing down the bottom ‘$500 first prize’.


“You gotta enter, Obi.” Al said. “You’ll clean up.”
“I never heard of this game though,” I said. “Ghost and Goblins?”
“It’s new,” Lui said, spitting. “They got it down at Space World.”
 
Lui sat with us for a while. He didn’t say much, he seldom did, unless he was talking about Summer or dancing. At the time he seemed like an adult to me. But looking back he was still a kid. I realise now that Al only got to be Al because of Lui. Even though they had older cousins, who were basically siblings, it was Lui that protected Al from the world. And it wasn’t just his little brother Lui looked out for. He hated bullies. He’d stand up for anyone he thought was being picked on. This is what led to all his troubles. That and the crimes he committed.
But now he’d stopped fighting and stealing shit, which around here was like trying to play the game with your eyes closed. When he got up and left, he walked slowly across the park, all that responsibility weighing on him, more than any eleven-year-old could understand.
 
“I could get that computer,” I said. “Like, if I won.”
“Fuck yeah, you’ll win, easy.”
Me and Al had grown sick of watching the skaters fall over and were walking through the park towards Cox’s Creek. Down there, just before you got to the river of raw sewage and chemical waste, was a factory that produced stickers. One time some kids climbed in the bins out back and found wrestling stickers amongst the rolls of washing detergent and peanut butter labels. Soon our school was covered in Hulk Hogan, André the Giant and Jake the Snake.
Ever since, me and Al had been going down there but we’d never found shit.
Al had swapped his flick knife with Dennis for an A-Team toy van. He pretended to drive it along the handrails of the Richmond Rugby Club as we headed down to the sticker factory.
“I still reckon we should go look for the treasure,” I said.
“How we going to look for it? We don’t even know where it is.” Al said, making the van do a jump over the gap in the railing.


“We can figure it out, like if we—”
Al stopped and straightened up. “Fuck,” he said, so quiet it was more of a breath than a word.
Ahead of us was a group of dogs, all showing off their teeth.
 
“Run!” I screamed. We took off across the field. But outrunning a dog is pretty much impossible. Especially if you’re a couple of fat eleven-year-olds. I got to the tree first and climbed up a few branches. Al had trouble lifting himself.
“Come on, they’re almost here.” He was pulling on the branch so hard I thought it’d snap. The German Shepherd, who was out front, was almost at the tree. I leant down and gave Al my hand and managed to get him off the ground just as the dog leapt up, biting at his kung fu shoes.
 
“Bet you wish you had that knife now,” I said, as the dogs circled the tree. The German Shepherd kept leaping up and snapping at us.
“Yeah, I’m gonna jump down and stab seven dogs to death.” Al said, kicking at the dog as it jumped. “You reckon they got rabies?”
“Probably.” My hands were getting sore from holding on to the branch.
“That makes you a zombie, eh?”
“I think so.” We waited for a few more minutes but the dogs didn’t seem to be going anywhere.
“Fuck it, let’s jump,” Al said.
“Nah, just wait,” I grabbed his arm.
“Don’t be chicken.” He pulled his arm free “One . . .”
“What if you get zombied?”
“Two . . .”
“Fuck, okay.”
“Three . . .”
We both jumped. When I hit the ground it knocked the breath out of me. I looked up and Al was sprinting back towards the rugby club, a couple of the dogs in pursuit.
I started after him when I felt something stabbing into my leg. I looked back and saw Ham with his jaws locked around my calf.


 
“We’re not getting the dog put down,” Mum said. I lay on the couch while she rubbed Dettol on the bite marks with a piece of toilet paper.
“But he bit me,” I said, glaring at Ham. He’d been sitting in the corner looking guilty since we got home.
“That’s what dogs do,” Dad said, standing next to the couch smoking. “It’s like their job.”
“They reckon dogs can read your thoughts,” Mad Sam said from the kitchen table.
“No, they don’t,” Mum said, wrapping gauze around my calf.
On the TV a man in a suit stood in front of a pack of journalists.
“Oh, I want to hear this,” Mum said. Dad turned up the volume.
“We have two people in custody in connection with the bombing of the Rainbow Warrior.” The man had a strange accent. “But there’s still a lot of unanswered questions. We’d like to thank the public for all their help, and we encourage anyone who might have seen something either on the night of the tenth or leading up to it get in touch.”
“You should ring up the nark hotline about the dog bite,” Dad said, him and Sam cracking up.
“Leave the poor boy alone,” Mum said.
“Yeah, leave me alone.”
I got up and limped into my bedroom and lay down on the rotting mattress. I pulled the flyer for the competition out of the pocket of my mud-covered jeans. There were two rounds to the tournament, a qualifier up at the arcade on Surrey Crescent and then the finals at this flash new arcade in town. The qualifier was just over a week away. I needed to get practising.






The Training Montage
“I heard your own dog attacked you,” Gus said, looking out from under the Holden Kingswood. I’d just got home from school and was eager to get up to Space World and start practising.
“Yeah.”
“Always a bad sign, that,” he said, disappearing back under the car.
“Hey Dad,” I said. He had his head buried in the hood. “Dad?” I knocked on the bonnet when he didn’t respond. He looked out at me, his hollow face covered in grease.
“Yeah?”
“You got any change?” I put my weight on my sore leg and winced. Dad went back to working on the car.
“Nah, I’m broke.”
“Come on, I’m going to enter a spacies tournament. And I might win and it’s heaps of money.”
The only sound was the banging of metal.
“Dad?”
“Go ask ya mum.”
 
“They still haven’t caught whoever blew up the boat,” Mum said. She was in bed with the paper. There was another photo of the man who died. The one off the TV. He looked so friendly. If this was a movie they wouldn’t have let him die. He would have leapt clear just as the boat exploded.
“You got any change?” I asked.
“How’s the dog bite?” she said, leaning over and pulling up my pant leg.


“It’s okay,” I lied. She lifted the bandage and looked at the wound, and then reached into her purse and fished out some coins.
 
On a good day, it was about half an hour to walk into town. But with my leg it was closer to an hour.
“How much you got?” Al asked as we walked over Houptown bridge. I dug into my pockets, pulling out the coins Mum had given me.
“A dollar ten.”
“Fuck, that’s not enough,” Al said, spitting off the bridge.
“I know.” A yellow bus drove past, covering us in black exhaust fumes.
“Yuck,” Al said, both of us coughing.
 
Downstairs at Space World, the walls were covered in mirrors, the carpet red and brown checks. It was busy, kids crowded around the games, the space filled with the music of winning and losing.
“There it is,” Al said, pointing towards a blue cabinet in the corner. I stopped and grabbed his arm.
“Shit,” I said, looking at the back of a tall guy with long hair hunched over the cabinet.
“What?”
“That’s fucking Lez.”
 
We waited around, watching other people play games for over an hour until Lez finished. When he finally stepped away we hurried over before someone else got on.
“Hey dicks,” Lez said, walking past. He dropped his shoulder, banging into me.
“Up yours,” Al said. Lez turned and I froze, but he just smirked at us and then kept walking.
“I fucking hate that guy,” I said, dropping the first twenty-cent piece into the machine. I hit ‘one player’. On the screen a man with a beard stood by a woman. The man was in his underwear. A demon appeared at the top of the screen.


“He’s going to steal ya girlfriend,” Al said, leaning on the cabinet. The demon swooped down and picked up the woman.
“See.”
The knight leapt into a suit of armour and the game started.
 
Okay so there’s Zombies popping out of the ground, two in front and one behind me, there’s a tombstone, throw a lance at the zombies in front then turn around and get that one, okay this isn’t too bad, jump over the tombstone, now there’s two more in front, one’s carrying a sack, kill them, get a torch, shit, this weapon sucks, fuck I’ve lost my armour, what’s that up there? A plant shooting shit at me, ahh I’m dead.
 
“This is hard,” I said as my next life started.
 
Okay so two zombies in front one behind, easy, now jump the tombstone, kill the zombies and climb the ladder, kill that fucking plant, don’t pick up that stupid torch again, oh I got a dagger, this is cool, fuck got hit again, don’t die don’t die don’t die I’m dead.
 
“Last life, Obi,” Al said, as if I didn’t know.
 
I got the hang of this first bit, get the plant, kill that crow, these zombies are relentless, okay drop down, shit more zombies, my leg is killing me, jump this tombstone, what’s that red bastard in the corner, fuck he’s flying, how am I meant to kill him, come down here ya cunt, not that close, fuck it fuck it fuck it.
 
“Game over.” Al said.
“Yeah, I fucking know.” I dropped another twenty-cent coin into the slot. This time I managed to kill the red guy but got taken out by some floating knights. Soon all my money was gone and I hadn’t even got past the first level.
“We need to get some more coins.”


 
Kale was leaving for work when we got back to Al’s. He had his uniform on under a dark blue denim jacket.
“Yo,” he said, giving Al a one-armed hug.
“You got any money?” Al asked. Kale let go of his cousin and looked at him like he’d asked for seven pints of his blood. Then he laughed and walked off up the street.
 
We searched under the couch cushions in the lounge. But all we found was some orange peel and an empty chips packet. Al grabbed me and started heading towards the room Kale shared with Lui.
“He’s gotta have some change,” Al said. He led us down the hallway and knocked on the door a couple of times, then slowly opened it and peeked inside.
“Lui’s out,” Al said, slipping into the dark room. I followed, the smell of deodorant and cigarettes getting stuck in the back of my throat.
“I feel weird being in here, eh,” I said, looking around. The dresser was covered in magazines and empty Coke cans.
“Look at me.” Al had the Addias jacket on. The door opened.
“What the fuck,” Lui yelled. His face was flushed. He was wearing the red tracksuit he always danced in.
“Just looking for your porn mags,” Al said, smiling at his brother.
“Get lost.” Lui pushed us into the hallway and pulled the jacket off Al.
“You got any change?” I asked as we walked down to the living room.
“Change? Only thing I’m going to give you two dickheads is a hiding.”
“Far, it’s for the tournament,” Al said. “Obi needs to practise.”
Lui nodded his head. “You don’t need money to play those games.”
 
We sat on the bus heading back into town. Rain ran down the windows, making the world look like it was dissolving. I held the cut-off piece of fishing wire, turning it in my hand as we drove down K Road. Rendells was open late. Mum took us there to get clothes occasionally. They all looked like shit. But so did everyone’s, apart from Lui’s. When we got back to Space World Lui marched up to Ghost and Goblins.


“Oi piss off, sole,” he said to the kid playing. The boy looked at Lui and then left, dragging his feet.
“What a sad guy,” Al said, watching the kid go.
“You wanna learn how to wire games or not?”
Lui took the fishing wire from me. He bent one end and slid the wire into the coin slot. He fished around for a second and then pulled the wire up and down. The machine started making a ringing noise as the credits went up and up.
“There you go,” Lui said, handing me the wire. “You better win, bro.”
 
We played into the night. The arcade emptied out, except for the staff and some glue sniffers sheltering from the rain. It was harder to wire the machine when the place was empty. Al had to stand in front of me, and we could only add one or two credits at a time so the staff didn’t catch on. By the time they turned the lights on I’d gotten all the way to the end of the second level.
“We should wag school tomorrow,” Al said as we walked up into the night. Rain fell against the empty streets.
“Wish we had enough for the bus.”
“I reckon you’ll clock it in a couple of days,” Al said as we made our way up Queen Street.






The Fuck Up
The next morning I met Al outside his place and limped into town. Mum insisted on rubbing Dettol on the wound before I left.
“It stings,” I yelled as she pressed toilet paper into the dog bite.
“It’s going to sting a lot more if it gets infected,” she said.
“Have a good day at school,” she said as I limped out the door.
 
On weekdays the arcade was real quiet, like school on a Saturday. It felt weird being down there. But the tournament was coming up and I had to get a handle on the game. It was unforgiving, one mistake and you were naked, another mistake and you were dead. My leg ached, but I kept pushing the buttons, pushing the tiny digital knight further and further. Figuring out the patterns. Going deeper into the game. I played until the joystick left the skin between my thumb and forefinger raw. By the second day I’d killed the dragon at the end of level three. Al stayed by my side the whole time, commenting on my progress, urging me on.
“Look out, good one bro, shit, that was close, ya dead Obi.”
 
Halfway through level four Al had wandered off and one of those red fuckers killed me. The clock was counting down for me to continue. Ten seconds.
I knew I had a good chance of winning the tournament. I glanced around. The staff member at the window where you get change was half asleep. Seven seconds. If I could just get another couple of days on the game I’d have it down. I pulled the wire from the pocket of my track pants. Four seconds. I wonder what five hundred dollars even looks like. Sliding it into the change slot I quickly racked up a couple of credits. I hit continue and then someone grabbed my arm.
 
That morning when I’d left the house, Gus had been packing some stuff into one of his bags. Food, a jumper, a big bottle of L&P. It wasn’t the bag with the map in it.
“Big day at school?” He said, catching me staring at his bag.
“Yeah,” I said, suddenly feeling guilty about wagging even though I was talking to a man who’d just got out of prison.
“I’m off on an adventure of my own,” he said, throwing the bag onto his back. “Good luck out there,” he said, heading out the back door. I watched him walk down the steps and then ran out the front door.
 
“I can’t believe you got us banned from Space World,” Al said as we walked along K Road. It was just after three and a wave of girls from AGG’s high school were flooding the footpath.
“You were meant to be covering me.”
“I had to take a shit.” We walked in silence for a bit, pushing through the teenage girls, all laughing and yelling at each other.
“What we going to do now?” Al said.
“Don’t know.”
“You fucked up, no way you gonna get the computer now.” I didn’t say anything. All the excitement of the last few days had left me and I felt exhausted.


We walked past the pub right before the bridge. I peered up the stairs in case Dad was coming down.
 
The house was quiet when I got home. Mum was at the hospital having a check-up.
From the kitchen window I could see Dad working on the car in the driveway. Gus wasn’t back yet, so I took the opportunity to go through his bag. But I couldn’t find the map. I was putting everything back when Summer walked in. The smell of hairspray filled the room. Her hair was teased up. Her big sad eyes outlined in black. I stuffed everything back in and tried to look relaxed.
“Hey nerd,” she said.
“Hey.”
I got up and sat on the dog couch and undid the bandage on my leg. The dog bite looked raw.
“Yuck,” Summer said, walking over to the kitchen. “Cover that shit up.” She was wearing the leather jacket she’d stolen from Dad. But he’d nicked it from Hunters and Collectors so he couldn’t really complain.
“How come you weren’t at school?” Summer said, taking one of Dad’s beers out of the fridge.
“I was.” My voice was thin.
“The school rang up Mum. Said you didn’t turn up today.” Summer opened the beer and sat down at the table.
“I’ve been practising for this spacies tournament.”
Summer laughed. “You love wasting time, eh.”
“If I win it’s five hundred dollars.”
“Beer is gross,” Summer said, screwing up her face. “Wish we had some vodka.”
 
When Mum got home from the check-up I knew that she had bad news in her heart. I wanted to cheer her up, but she wasn’t in that kind of mood.
“Your school called,” she said, leaning her weight on the kitchen table. I should have been thinking up a lie, but I had nothing.
“I’ve been getting ready for the tournament,” I said, “so I can get us some money.”
Mum did one of those long sighs that sucks all the colour from the room.
“You don’t need to worry yourself about that.”
“But I might win, Mum.”
Dad walked in, his clothes covered in dirt and grease.
“Who’s been drinking my beer?” Dad said, staring into the fridge.
“Your son’s been missing school,” Mum said.
“Yeah? Why you not going to school?” Dad asked, opening a can of Foster’s.


“I’m getting ready for the spacies tournament, Dad, the one I told you about.”
Dad drank his beer and then let out a loud burp.
“You should go to school,” he said.
“If I win, I can get a computer and you can keep your poems on there.”
“Why would I want my poems on a computer?” Dad said.
“So you’ll never lose them.”
“Probably best to lose some of them eh,” he said, laughing and slapping me on my belly.






The Camera
The afternoon was in a weird mood, both sunny and cold. I was lying in bed still thinking about the tournament when Dad burst in.
“Go get us some smokes,” he said, handing me ten dollars and a note explaining that it was him, not his eleven-year-old son, who wanted the cigarettes.
“Can I keep the change?” I asked. I still hadn’t played the new Star Wars game. I’d have at least enough for a couple of credits.
“Yeah, but bring me the smokes before you go fucking around, eh.”
 
Al was outside his place holding a rugby ball when I went past.
“Look at this,” he yelled when he saw me, booting the rugby ball into the air. It shot up into the afternoon sky. Al ran back and forth, getting under the ball and easily catching it.
“Where you off to?” he asked, bouncing the ball off the footpath.
“Got to buy my dad some smokes.”
“I’ll come for a walk.” Al kicked the ball again. It glanced off his foot, flew across the street, hitting a pot plant on the deck of the rich cunts’ house. The plant fell down onto the footpath and shattered.
“Run,” Al yelled. We sprinted up our street laughing.
 
“You guys got any food at your place?” Al asked, holding his stomach as we walked past the shops.
“Just Weetbix and bread.”
“Stink, I’m starving.”


“Didn’t you have dinner?”
“Everyone’s out.”
“We could go to the supermarket and steal some—”
“Look at that,” Al grabbed my arm. In the window of the junk shop, amongst the dust-caked lamps and piles of Mills & Boon books, was a camera sitting atop a tattered brown leather chair. It looked old and delicate, like it would shatter if you held it wrong.
“What kind is it?” I asked, leaning on the window and peering into the gloom.
“Super 8, it shoots film,” Al said. I left him staring at the camera and stepped into the shop. It smelt like dust and bad memories.
“Hello there.” An old man with a bright red face appeared from behind a cluttered counter. He smiled at me with a set of teeth that didn’t belong to him.
“Hey,” I said, looking around. I never liked places like that. It felt like walking through a dead person’s house.
“Anything I can help you with?” he asked. Just then Al walked in and the man’s face dropped.
“Afternoon,” Al said, waving. The red-faced man glared at Al, who was looking down at the camera.
“Don’t touch that,” the old man spluttered, struggling to get out from behind the counter. He limped over to where we were standing. I could smell the booze on him, and the stink of piss.
“It’s a hundred and fifty dollars,” Al said, dejected. The old man stood right behind Al.
“Are you going to buy anything?” He said. Al turned. He was face to face with the shop owner. For just a breath Al looked hurt and then he smiled.
“Back off, tomato face,” he said.
“Get out!” the old man yelled, spraying white flecks of spit all over Al.
“Yuck.” Al wiped his face theatrically. We walked out and the old man followed, standing in the doorway.
 
“Stupid racist,” Al muttered.
“Fuck him,” I said, not knowing what else to say. We walked in silence to the dairy. I handed the note and the ten dollars to the young Indian man behind the counter.
“Here you go,” he said, passing me the pack of smokes. He had a nice voice. It made everything he said sound reassuring. “What’s wrong?” he asked, looking at Al, who was staring at the ground like he wanted to fight it.
“The guy at the junk shop was rude to him,” I said. The man nodded.
“Yes, he is a prick of a man,” he said solemnly.
 
“I’ll buy you that camera,” I said as we headed home. “When I win the spacies comp. There’ll be enough left over, after I get the computer.”
“Nah, you don’t have to do that,” Al was still staunching out the footpath.
“Then let’s find Gus’s treasure,” I said. “You can buy the camera. Fuck you could buy the whole shop.” Al laughed, looking over at me.
“Kick old tomato face out on the street,” he said.
“You can make films and go to the movies every night.” Al smiled again and I felt relieved.
“Ok let’s do it,” he said. “How do we start?”
“First we have to figure out where the castle is.” Al’s stomach rumbled. I squeezed the change in my pocket, thinking about the Star Wars game.
“Hey, let’s get some chips eh,” I said turning into the takeaways.






The Milk
On Sundays it seemed like everyone but our family went to church. The streets emptied out, and the day would hold its breath. Even the birds and dogs seemed to stay home. Al had brought me along to his church a few times. I liked the food and the people. Just all the God stuff was boring. But Sam said you have to respect other people’s magic, even if you don’t understand it.
 
So Saturdays were my favourite. Al would come down in the morning and we’d watch cartoons and eat whatever we could find around the house. The Saturday after we got banned from Space World though, things went awry. Al and I were speculating about where we could find another Ghost and Goblins cabinet while getting ourselves some breakfast. But we couldn’t find any milk.
“There’s no milk, Mum,” I yelled down the hallway, holding my bowl of Weetbix.
“What about the powdered milk?” she yelled back. I looked at Al who was standing next to me with his own bowl. He screwed up his face.
“It’s all gone,” I lied. Powdered milk tasted like it was made by someone who had never had real milk. The only thing they got right was the colour.
“Go ask your dad to get some. He’s heading up the road.” We dumped our bowls of dry Weetbix on the table and ran out down the back stairs.
 
“Come on, Dad,” I whined. He sat in Gus’s girlfriend’s car trying to back out. Gus had left it and gone off to do whatever it was he did. Al stood behind the car with his hands on his hips.


“Tell ya mate to clear out the way,” Dad snapped, revving the engine.
“Can we come? We want to get some milk.” Al stood on the back bumper and started jumping up and down.
“Piss off ya prick,” Dad yelled.
“Milk,” I said.
“Fuck ok get in then.” Me and Al both leapt in the front.
“Thanks, Uncle,” Al said, pushing into Dad.
“One of you has to sit in the back,” Dad said. “These aren’t bucket seats.” I climbed over into the backseat.
 
“Why’s the car smell like that?” Al asked as we drove down Bond Street.
“It’s the leather seats,” Dad said.
“Smells like ballsacks.”
“Where we going, Dad?” I asked. We’d already passed a couple of dairies. I was leaning forward so I didn’t miss anything. Back then you only wore your seatbelt if the driver had been drinking.
“Gotta get something for your mum,” Dad said. There was a blue duffle bag at my feet. It was covered in mud. I picked it up but it was empty. I looked out the window as we drove over Bond Street bridge. In the park below a dozen or so dogs were running and jumping through hoops. Each dog had a person jogging along beside them.
“Look at that, Dad.” But by the time he turned the view was obscured by trees.
 
We pulled into Don Croot Street. Cars that had forgotten how to drive sat miserable outside of dilapidated brick units.
“This is where that guy got stabbed,” Al said, peering out the window.
“Number 42,” Dad muttered under his breath.
“What we doing?” I asked. “I haven’t had breakfast.”
“Here it is.” He pulled the car over in front of a two-storeyed block of flats. “You boys wait here.” He got out and started walking to the flats, and then stopped. In the driveway, a group of guys with patches on their jackets sat on a couch, drinking beers and staring at the car. Dad came back and opened the door.


“Actually you lot better come in eh.”
 
On the second floor he knocked on a wooden door that looked like someone had taken an axe to it.
“What,” a voice yelled.
“Here to buy some tapes,” Dad said. Someone unlocked the door and then opened it slightly.
“How much?” the voice asked.
“Just twenty.”
“Albert?” the voice said. The door opened, an islander guy in his twenties stepped out. He wore a Run-D.M.C. T-shirt and a straw hat. “The fuck you doing here?”
“This is my uncle,” Al said, pointing to Dad.
“I’m your fucking uncle,” the guy said. “You heard from your mum?” All the life suddenly drained out of Al.
“Nah,” he said, talking to his shoes.
“Umm can I get my weed?” Dad asked. The guy looked at Dad and then sighed. He reached into his jacket and passed Dad a piece of rolled up tinfoil.
 
The milk was cold on my lap as we drove home. Al sat up front again, staring out the passenger window.
“Come on mate, you’re making me depressed here,” Dad said.
“Sorry,” Al mumbled.
“Hey, you wanna steer the car?” Dad asked. Al looked over at him.
“Really?”
“Yeah fuck it. It’s not mine anyway.” Al leaned over and took the wheel.
“Take it easy,” Dad said as Al guided us down Ponsonby Road.
“Oi is that Summer?” Al pointed at a group drinking in the park. The car swerved, almost driving into oncoming traffic. Dad grabbed the wheel and pulled over. Summer sat on the edge of the group, leaning in, like she was trying to be heard.
“Go see if she wants a ride home,” he said.


Me and Al stared at him. I was so hungry my stomach hurt.
“Hurry up, ya mum’s not well, need to get her this dope.”
 
We walked across the field, towards where Summer was sitting. I knew she wouldn’t want to get in the car with Dad. They barely talked. But I didn’t want to have to explain this to him. When she saw us coming she looked away, as though we wouldn’t be able to see her if she didn’t make eye contact. There were maybe six of them, passing a bottle of wine back and forth. They were all dressed like Summer. Black clothes and big boots. Everyone had long greasy hair, even the dudes. I wondered if one of them was her secret boyfriend.
“Hey Summer,” Al said. She turned and gave us the same look the drug dealer had.
“What do you want?” she asked.
“Are you guys doing drugs?” Al said. A couple of the girls laughed, which just encouraged him and he started doing the robot.
“Dad asked if you want a lift home,” I said. “We got milk in the car.” I wasn’t meaning to be funny but now everyone was laughing. Except for Summer, who was turning red beneath her white makeup. My stomach made a loud gurgling sound.
“I don’t want to go anywhere with him,” she said, quiet, like Dad could hear her all the way across the field. A car horn rang out. Dad waved at us from the Vauxhall.
“Let’s go,” Al said. “We can drink all the milk ourselves.” We walked back across the muddy field to where Dad had parked. When we got to the car I looked back. Summer was so small surrounded by all those older weirdos. They looked like they were in their late teens, maybe early twenties. It was hard to tell with all the beards and makeup. Next to them, Summer looked like a child, playing dress-up with adults.
“She not coming?” Dad asked as we got into the car.
“Nah,” I said softly, watching her as we pulled away.






The Garden
There was a small rotting deck coming off the back door at Al’s place. If the toilet window was open, you could put your foot in it from the deck and boost yourself up onto the roof. In one corner, the tin had collapsed inwards. Someone had stretched a tarp over it. It was peaceful up there. Even when life got that crazy look in its eye, you felt safe above the streets.
Al was in a heavy mood. So we spent the day on the roof watching the whole world shuffling down Crummer Road through the grey winter.
The postman, with his stick in case any dogs got ideas.
The old woman who fed all the stray cats, arguing with someone we couldn’t see.
The artists who lived in the falling-down house at the end of the block, dressed like the people in Summer’s posters, always looking confused.
A couple of guys from the local league team, the Richmond Rovers, walking home after the game, covered in mud.
A car speeding down the road and almost spinning out turning onto Turakina Street.
The Tongan family across the street playing pool in their garage.
Lui and his cousins had beef with the older brothers. No one really knew why. Or if they did they never explained it to me. Most of the time it was just threats and people yelling out of car windows. But every few months someone would punch someone else and then everything would get real tense for a few days. I was friends with the youngest brother, Feleti. He taught me how to play chess. We’d set the board up on the battered pool table. Half the pieces were missing, so we had to use bottle tops and plastic army men. Feleti understood chess the same way I did video games. I didn’t really have the mind for the drawn-out strategies. But he showed me how to win in four moves, a trick I used to beat both Dad and Sam.
“How the fuck did you do that son?”
I did my best to stay neutral in the neighbourhood conflicts. Because there was no opening move that ended those wars quickly. Instead, everyone just mindlessly moved their pieces around the board.
 
When I got home Gus was digging in the backyard, slamming the shovel into the earth and dumping the soil onto the grass. I watched him as the sun packed it in for the day.
“What you doing son?” Dad asked, walking into the kitchen. He stood behind me and peered out at Gus. And it was like the big man heard us watching, because he turned and looked up and then he went back to his digging.
 
Dad sat down at the table. He undid the tinfoil and began rolling a joint.
“Summer’s new friends are weird eh?” I said, trying to get Dad’s attention.
Dad looked around the room for something.
“The ones on the field,” I added. He grabbed a matchstick and pushed the weed down into the joint. I held up my hands to make sure I hadn’t become invisible or something. But there were my chubby fingers in front of my face.
 
That night, Gus said grace at dinner for the first time. Everyone looked at him like he’d lost his mind. I’d never heard anyone say it in English.
“What’s he doing, Mum?” I whispered.
“Talking to God,” she said. We tried to ignore him as he held his dirt-stained fingers together. There was a gash down one of his fingers. I stared at the cut while Gus mumbled to himself.
When he opened his eyes he caught me staring again and held my gaze until I looked away.
“Where’s Summer?” Mum asked. She was stoned now. It made her relaxed, like how she was before she got sick. I shrugged and looked at Dad.


“She’s off with her new friends,” he said.
“Who are they?” Mum asked, dishing more salad onto her plate.
“Fucked if I know. She doesn’t tell me shit these days.”
Me and Summer had taken an opposite approach to Dad’s hands-off style of parenting. While I followed him, picking up whatever crumbs he dropped, Summer all but disowned him.
“He’s never going to change,” she said to me one night when she got home drunk. We’d sat up eating cheese on toast and watching an old black and white film on TV.
“You can follow him around trying to be like him all you want. But you can’t convince somebody to love you.”
 
“What are you planting out there?” Mum asked. Gus looked up from his plate like he had gotten a fright. But then his face set back into its usual scowl.
“Gonna grow some,” he paused for a second, “some spuds,” he said, wiping his hands on his jeans. “Might try and get some carrots down too.”
“Bit early for that, isn’t it?” Mum said. Ham started growling at Gus from under the table.
“Shut up ya mutt,” Gus said, kicking the dog in the guts. The dog yelped and retreated to the couch.
“Hey,” Mum said, banging her fist on the table. Gus didn’t say anything, just kept eating. Blood ran out of the cut and onto his plate.
“You’re bleeding,” I said. Gus looked at his hand, then went back to his food.
“My hands are soft these days,” he said. “Haven’t dug any holes since I got locked up.” He looked at Dad and Dad looked at the floor and I didn’t know where to look, so I just stared at my reflection in the window.
 
After dinner Gus chased Ham off the dog couch and read his bible. Dad was in the kitchen making scones. Mum stood next to him.
“How long is he staying?” she hissed. And how was Dad meant to answer that? How long is the fire going to burn up your house? How long is the disease going to eat your body? How long is the flood going to wash away everything you own? Dad knew all this. But he also loved Mum. So that’s probably why he said, “I’ll talk to him”. When I turned around Gus was staring again.






The Castle
“There’s a castle in Epsom,” Fortune said, fixing her hair in the mirror. Me and Al were lying on his bed whispering about the map. I’d come over before school but Al still wasn’t up.
“What?” Al said, trying to sound like he didn’t know what she was on about.
“You just said there’s no castles in Auckland and there is.” We sat up.
“How do you know?” I asked. Fortune put down her hairbrush and turned to face us.
“There’s this rich girl who’s in advanced maths with me. And her family live in the same street as the castle.”
“Like a real castle?” Fortune shrugged.
“I don’t know. It’s the only castle I’ve ever seen.” She stood up. “Come on, you dicks need to go to school.”
 
At lunchtime me and Al got our bags out of the cloak room and snuck down to the back gate. Mrs White was patrolling the grounds, like a baddy in a video game. We had to time it just right. The pattern was that she would do a loop of the top field and then walk past the back gate and up again. We waited, trying not to look suspicious. She walked past us a second time and round the corner of Room 8. When she was out of sight we ducked out of school grounds. We followed Great North Road towards town. Fortune had written directions on the back of Al’s English book.


Castle
Go down Newton
then that long road to New Market
Turn left onto mountain road
Walk til you get to Castle drive
“You can’t like both,” Al said as we walked past the endless procession of car yards.
“Why not?”
“It’s like saying you like Luke Skywalker and Darth Vader.”
“‘Thriller’ is probably my favourite but I think I like Prince better.”
“He’s so weird but—”
“I think they’re both pretty strange.”
“Shit,” Al said, pointing towards the Uncle’s Foodbar. Standing at the counter was Mr A. Of all the lunatic teachers at Grey Lynn Primary he was the most feared. Mr A was always angry, as though teaching was a punishment he was being forced to endure, rather than a job. He was quick to dish out a hiding. And right then he was ordering chips a few metres away from us. I felt weak just thinking about what he’d do if he caught us wagging. The guy behind the counter handed him his order. In a few seconds he’d step out and see us. I reached into my bag and pulled out an apple.
“What you doing?” Al hissed. I ignored him, tossing the piece of fruit. It landed on the opposite side of the foodbar from us, catching Mr A’s attention. When he turned to see what it was, I grabbed Al and pulled him down King Street.
“That was pretty tricky,” Al said, turning to make sure Mr A wasn’t chasing after us as we ran through the back streets of Arch Hill.
“Thanks,” I said. We walked over the Red Bridge. I had been looking forward to eating that apple.
 
We were on Khyber Pass, just by the church, when it started. The low rumble of a car engine slowly coming up behind us. As a general rule it was best to ignore such things. Many a life has been saved by crossing the street or not making eye contact. To pay too close attention to danger is to risk being sucked into its gravity. But the noise kept following us. When we got to the end of the block I turned. And there was Lez’s giant car.
“Obi,” Lez yelled out the window. “Why aren’t you in school?” His mates in the car laughed. Al bent down and picked a rock up off the footpath.
“Piss off pizza face, my brother’s gonna kill you,” he said as he stood up.
“I don’t see him anywhere,” Lez said. No one was laughing now.
“He’s just over there,” I pointed back down the street. Everyone in the car turned, and Al threw the rock. It hit the windscreen. The glass cracked. Everything stopped. The whole street, the whole neighbourhood, the whole world. Silent.
We turned and ran down a side street, the screech of tires behind us.
“This way,” Al said, sprinting through an alleyway alongside an old factory. At the end of it was a corrugated iron fence. Al threw himself at it. But that pile of rusted tin and rotten wood wasn’t gonna hold him, and the whole thing tipped over. He went sprawling on the concrete. On the other side of the fence a group of guys with tattoos and eyes like Gus’s were drinking around a fire.
“What the fuck?” One of them yelled, jumping up. I pulled Al to his feet and we ran back down the alleyway. As we came out onto the street, Lez drove past. He hit the brakes and started reversing. We took off down Mt Eden Road, the men and the car in pursuit. When we got to Boston Road I jumped behind a skip bin. Al came crashing in behind me. We both lay there panting.
“Where did they go?” One of the guys from the fire said.
“Fuck it, they’re just kids,” someone replied.
“Are you going to fix the fence?”
“What, were you going to make those two fatsos do it?”
“Who were those cunts in the car?” someone else said, the voices fading into the traffic. It went quiet.
“Let’s go,” Al whispered. We stood up and right there, parked next to the skip bin, was fucking Lez.
We turned, running back the way we came. Up ahead of us was a church. I tried the front door but it was locked. The car pulled up and Lez and three of his mates jumped out. Down the side of the church was a red door covered in graffiti. I pulled the handle and felt relief wash over me when it opened. Me and Al fell through into the church, slamming the door behind us.
“Lock it,” I yelled. Al leapt up and deadbolted the door just as Lez came crashing into it. I sat up and looked around. On the other side of the room was a trestle table with five or six old people around it, staring like the ghosts of their dead pets just burst into the room.
I tried to say something but I felt sick. I gave them a wave and then threw up on the floor.
 
An old man helped me clean up my puke. He had fluffy white hair all over his face and ears.
“Happens to the best of us,” he said, smiling, as he passed me more paper towels. When the vomit was all gone, we joined the table. They fed us tea and Gingernuts while Al gave them a run down of our day so far.
“And then we were getting chased by Satan worshipers”, he said “But thanks to your fine church we got away.”
“Satan you say?” The man who had helped me clean said, looking concerned.
“Yeah, but don’t worry we’re safe in here. The devil’s no match for Jesus,” Al said matter of factly, and the old people nodded in agreement.
 
Epsom was filled with giant old houses that screamed money and ghosts. Teenagers in school uniforms pushed past us. I held my breath, hoping Al wouldn’t say something to provoke them. We turned onto Castle Drive. It was a narrow dead-end street. Looking around I thought Fortune had played a trick on us. There were a few big houses, but nothing resembling a castle. Then I saw something, at the end of the road, hidden behind some trees. I walked closer, and down a long driveway was a dilapidated wooden building with a concrete tower rising above it.
“Pretty stink-looking castle,” Al said walking up behind me.
“Where’s the circle with the five things coming off it?”
“Fuck I’m so hungry,”


“Maybe it’s the driveways?” I said, looking around, even though I was pretty sure this wasn’t the right place.
“We need the map,” Al said.


“I can’t take it. What if Gus notices? He’ll kill me.”
“Excuse me,” someone said. We looked around. A man in a grey suit was standing at the end of his driveway. He didn’t look that old but he had a combover. “Can I help you?”
“You got any food?” Al said. The man narrowed his eyes at us.
“Well, not really. Look if you can’t tell me what you’re doing here I’ll have to call the police.”
“Is that a real castle?” I asked. He stepped out onto the street and looked at the building.
“Oh, are you young history buffs?” he asked, his face lighting up.
“Nah, we’re treasure hunters,” Al said, slapping him on the back.






The Community Centre
For reasons no one ever explained, they’d combined our class with the one next door at the start of the year. Which meant there were often fifty kids crammed into that cluttered classroom.
Mrs White dealt with the extra stress by yelling at us and threatening violence. Which I guess was how most adults we knew dealt with stress.
And I was ok at school. I didn’t have to be in the special class by the office. If you ended up there you knew your future would be built out of locked doors and arrest warrants.
There were only two other pālagis in my year. Rats, who probably should have been in the special class, and Michael, who was good at sports, art and fighting, the holy trinity. I didn’t really have anything in common with either of them. Michael was a dick and he always had new shoes. Me and Rats were kind of mates. I used to go over to his place to borrow his pick-a-path books. His house smelt like cat piss, and you could barely get in the front door because of all the boxes of junk.
 
“Can anyone tell me what nine times seven equals?” Mrs White said, pointing at the blackboard with one of her bony old fingers. We were sitting cross-legged on the mat.
“Nope,” Al said. Everyone tried to laugh without making any noise.
“Anyone not called Albert?”
“My name’s Al.” Mrs White picked up a duster and threw it at him. It flew past Al’s head and hit Dennis.
“Ow miss,” Dennis said, rubbing his shoulder. I went back to staring out the window. A weird looking dog was walking across the field. Its body was normal size but its legs were little and stumpy. It looked like someone had started drawing a dog but got lazy when it came to the legs. Another dog came sprinting up behind it. It took me a second to realise that it was Ham. When he got to the stumpy dog, Ham leapt on its back and started furiously humping it.
“Look,” I yelled, standing up and pointing towards the dogs.
“Sit down,” Mrs White snapped.
“But miss, my dog is having sex on the field.” The class jumped up and ran over to the windows. Pete the caretaker was trying to pull Ham off but he was still thrusting away.
“Your dog’s real horny,” Dennis said.
“Back on the mat,” Mrs White yelled. Everyone sat down on the floor.
“And you,” she said, grabbing me and digging her sharp fingers into the back of my neck. I knew what was coming and I tried to get away, but she was strong for an old woman. She dragged me over to the sink by the art supplies.
“No miss,” I said as she picked up the crusty bar of soap. I shut my mouth as tight as I could. But she shoved the soap between my lips, rubbing it back and forth along my teeth. Every time I tried to get free she’d dig those fingers deeper into my flesh.
“Leave him,” Al yelled.
“Sit down, Albert.” She turned, and for a spilt second her grip loosened and I ran for it.
“You, come back here!” But I was gone, through the door, over the field and out the front gate.
 
It’s hard enough to name your emotions as an adult, let alone when you’re a kid surrounded by grown-ups, allergic to being sensible. It’s like trying to write poetry in a language you barely know. My body was just as confused as my brain. I kept shaking like I was skinny dipping in the Arctic. I didn’t want to go home. Mum would get upset. So I stood on Williamson Ave, shaking and spitting out flakes of soap, blood running down the back of my neck.
“Obi, what are you doing ya egg?”


 
Me and Lui sat outside the dairy on milk crates, drinking Zap. There was a headline on the newspaper stand: ‘Daring Prison Break by Violent Fugitive’. Below the headline was a photo of an angry looking bald man.
“Mrs White,” Lui said. He had a blue ball, made of hard rubber. “Jeez, she was doing that shit when I was in her class.” He bounced the ball on the footpath and it shot up into the sky.
I washed the milk around in my mouth and then spat it onto the road.
“Are you going to training?” I asked, my teeth chattering.
“How’d you know?” Lui asked, catching the ball with one hand.
“You got the red tracksuit on.” Lui laughed.
“True.”
“Can I come hang out?”
“Yeah, just finish shaking first eh.” He bounced the ball again, and I jumped up and caught it.
“Let’s go then eh,” Lui said, standing up.
 
Lui used to be in a dance crew called GLK — Grey Lynn Kings. It was mostly just idiots he did crimes with. They had a couple of cool routines but Lui was the only one who was truly committed. The others were more interested in looking cool and doing burgs. Then about a year ago they all got arrested for stealing a car. The dude driving got sent away. I think that freaked Lui out. He stopped doing crimes, left GLK and even started going to school most days. He began training at the community centre. They had breaking classes after school every weekday. They weren’t classes in the traditional sense. No one really taught you anything. All the local kids who were into breaking would come together and just dance until the pottery workshop at 5.30pm. The class was set up by a church youth group, who wanted to convince the local teenagers not to fuck their lives up. Most of the kids already had their own gods so they didn’t bother trying to convert people. Apart from the organisers being unusually friendly, the only sign of their faith was a prayer at the end of each class.
 
While Lui stretched I sat on the ground down the back of the community centre playing with the ball. There were a couple of people there from the church, a man and a woman, both in their early twenties. They were clean looking, dressed like the Americans you see on TV. While the couple said hello and set up they kept glancing over at me. I tried to be invisible but it was no use.
“Hey there,” the man said. “You here to dance?” They squatted down in front of me. I felt like I was going to start shaking again. I started squeezing the ball in my fist.
“You ok?” the woman said, tilting her head and staring, like I was a sparrow that’d flown into the window. I scanned the room for Lui but he was talking to the other dancers. I looked back at the woman. She was pretty, like she could be in a magazine. But her eyes reminded me of Mad Sam’s.
“There you are dickhead,” Al yelled, walking in the front door.
“Hi Albert,” the woman said.
“Hey miss,” Al said. “Sorry my friend is a bit mental.” He sat down next to me.
“Ok well, if you’re sure you’re ok.” The woman said, standing up. I nodded my head. She exchanged glances with the man, who shrugged. They walked over to the stereo and the sounds of breakbeats filled the hall.
 
“You ok?” Al asked. I nodded but I could feel myself starting to shake again. I was embarrassed to be acting like this. Some kids would get beatings and the expression on their faces would barely change. To be numb was a superpower.
“Fuck Mrs White,” Al said. We sat there, shoulder to shoulder. Back then this was as much affection as we could show each other. But still, I felt a lot better knowing Al was there. Out in the centre of the hall a circle had formed. People were taking turns dancing in the middle.
“How did you find me?” I asked. My mouth still tasted like soap.
“You weren’t at home or at the spacies parlour. It was here or the park.”
“True,” I said quietly.
“You’re real bummed, eh?” Al said.
“Yeah.”
“Fuck, your dog is pretty good at rooting tho,” he said laughing. I wanted to laugh too but I had nothing. I watched the breakers. I could feel Al looking at me.
“Watch this,” he said, jumping up and jogging over to the dancers. He waited until the person in the circle stepped out then he ran into the middle and started sprinting around the inside.
A couple of the kids cracked up but mostly everyone looked pissed. Especially Lui.
“Oi, get lost,” he said, swiping at Al as he ran past. When he came round again Lui tried to grab him and Al ducked under his arms and ran towards the exit. I jumped up and followed after him laughing. The music disappeared behind us as we made our way down Richmond Road.
 
“Thanks,” I said as we headed home. I was bouncing the ball off the footpath but it kept flying off at weird angles and I’d have to chase after it.
“For what?”
“Cheering me up.” Al clapped his hands together.
“Yo, the film festival is coming next week,” he said excitedly. “I saw a poster in town. We should sneak in.”
A cop car drove slowly past. The two pigs stared at us. We both looked at the ground until they drove off.
“There’s this French film called Paris, Texas that looks mean.” Al continued when the pigs turned onto Baildon Road.
“I reckon if we get a map of Auckland we’ll be able to see if anywhere matches up,” I said.
“What?” Al said, confused.
“To the treasure map.” Al looked at me.
“I’m talking about the festival,” he said, frustrated.
“I think my dad has a map somewhere, I’ll have a look when I get home.”
“Yeah okay,” Al said, his voice drained of emotion.






The Horror
“Gonna sell these for a dollar at the street party,” Dad said, holding a parcel of white butcher paper. “Keep those parasites at the bank happy.”
The butcher had given Dad a deal on sausages, and he was all but skipping as we walked home.
On Saturday, the neighbourhood would close down Crummer Road and we’d all come together to listen to music and eat food. We did it every year, usually in summer, but Dad suggested we have a mid-winter one too.
“Celebrate Gus getting out.” Even though no one in the neighbourhood, including Dad, much cared for Gus. But everyone loved an excuse to come together and have a drink, so they didn’t take much convincing. No one ever bothered to get permission from anyone, so sometimes the cops came and we had to pretend to shut things down until they left.
“I’m going to get us some money too,” I said, trying to sound like I knew where life kept the spare keys.
“Yeah?”
“Gonna win the spacies comp I was telling you about.”
“You’re pretty confident eh?” Dad said as we walked into our house.
“I’m like the best up on Surrey Cres.”
“Huh.” He sounded like I’d told him I was entering a yodelling competition.
 
The qualifier was coming up on Sunday. Despite my bravado in front of Dad, I wasn’t feeling confident. Me and Al searched around but couldn’t find another Ghost and Goblins cabinet. We’d even gone to Fun City, which was always filled with street kids and gangsters. Lui’s name didn’t mean shit there and if we got caught wiring the game we would have got a hiding for sure. But they didn’t even have it so we bought some hot chips and ate them in Aotea Square with the seagulls.
 
When we got home Dad chucked the sausages in the fridge and then went into his room to see Mum. I made sure Gus wasn’t around and snuck the map into my room and sat with Dad’s battered AA map book. It was obvious comparing the two that the Castle in Epsom was a red herring.
“Selling fucking susages?” Mum yelled from the kitchen. “For the love of Christ get a fucking job.” She marched down the hallway and slammed her bedroom door. She almost never raised her voice, so I knew this was serious.
I got up and found Dad staring into the garden.
“Hey Dad,” I said, standing next to him. “Is everything ok?”
“Yeah everything’s fine son,” he said, grabbing his leather jacket off the couch. “I’m just going to pop out for a bit.” I felt like I wanted to say something important, yell it after Dad, but I didn’t know what. So I watched him disappear out the front door.
 
Dad had made it pretty clear in his poetry how he felt about work. Poems such as:
‘Fuck work’
‘Kill Your Boss’
And ‘Hooray it’s Dole Day’.
Mum said he used to have some work in him. Before he got a spoonful of the easy life. Or at least one easier than gutting pigs all day. After that, he couldn’t go back to alarm clock mornings and bad back nights. But art pays even worse than crime, so he was in a predicament for sure.
 
Mum was in bed staring up at the swirls of black mould on the ceiling. Her round face was blank, like she was sleeping with her eyes open. Her jumper had ridden up and I could see the stretch marks cutting across her belly. The thick Film Festival programme was lying next to her.


“Can I have this?” I said, picking it up.
“Sure, I’ve finished reading it,” she said, still watching the ceiling. I took a deep breath.
“Mum, just want you to know I’m going to get us some money.” She turned and smiled at me. But the smile felt heavy, like she had to use all her strength to make it.
“This isn’t your problem,” she said.


“But—”
“I don’t want you getting into dumb shit like those men out there.” She pointed towards the window. I didn’t know if winning a spacies comp counted as dumb shit. Probably. But I knew she was talking about Dad, and Sam and Gus and the Surrey Crescent drunks and the sad-eyed addicts and criminals and all the other people who populated our stories.
“There’s no happiness in that life, just an endless celebration of pain,” she used to say.
But there will always be a romance to the car crash, to the street fight, to the life thrown reckless into the fire. And anyway it felt like no matter what page you turn to, it was just another story about someone losing everything.
I sat on the edge of the bed and Mum reached out and took my hand. Her skin was clammy, like my clothes in the morning. Her giant fingers wrapped around mine.
“Hey,” she said, squeezing my hand.
“Yeah?” I said, looking at her.
“Just be a child while you can,” she smiled for real this time and I smiled back even though my heart was a little broken.
 
Dad didn’t come home that night, which wasn’t unusual. There was nothing to eat so I went up to Al’s and had dinner with his family. His aunty never blinked when I turned up. Always put a plate down for me and asked about Mum. Before she got sick they used to drink together on the back steps. Their laughter echoing down the street. And they were still close, but in general Mum didn’t really like visitors anymore. I think she felt like she had to entertain people all the time. And she didn’t have none of that left in her.


 
Al was being distant at school. I knew I’d upset him going on about the map. He was sensitive too, but he kept his pain buried beneath endless jokes and bravado. When I first turned up at his house that night he wouldn’t meet my eye. But when I handed him the programme his face came alive.
“Wicked,” he said, flicking through the booklet. “This is the French film I was telling you about. We should go see it.”
He pointed to a photo of a guy that looked like a scarecrow standing in the desert.
“That doesn’t look like France,” I said.
“How would you know? You haven’t left Auckland.”
 
After dinner everyone slowly wandered into the lounge.
“You’re not allowed to watch any horrors,” Lui said as I sat down. “Cos of last time.” Everyone laughed. “Still got puke stains on the couch.”
“Leave him alone,” Fortune said.
“It was just because I had too much Coke,” I said defensively as we all sat on the threadbare couches. A few weeks back we watched The Texas Chain Saw Massacre. About thirty minutes in, just when everything started getting all chainsawy, I puked down the front of myself.
“Whatever sole.” Al knelt down in front of rows and rows of black VHS tapes. He ran his fingers over the handwritten titles.
“What’s The Last House on the Left?”
 
There was a currency in having seen certain films. Walking into school and saying you’d watched Ghostbusters or The Terminator, that was like being good at drawing or fighting.
 
The outside world, the one overseas, was so far from us back then. We were the last outpost before the edge of nothing. No one I knew had ever left New Zealand, except Grandma. She used to go to Australia to visit my uncle and bring back cheap stuff: the little TV, shoes and of course the microwave.
When we first got that machine everyone in the neighbourhood came over. Dad chucked in a piece of steak and we all pressed our faces to the glass as it cooked. Later, the news said they gave you cancer. But no one had time to worry about shit like that.
 
When I got home Gus and his girlfriend were on the dog couch. They both sat up quickly as I walked in.
“Hey boy,” Gus said, pulling the blanket across his lap.
“You seen Dad?” I asked.
“He’ll be somewhere, a can of piss in one hand, a pile of bullshit in the other,” Gus said. Lena hit him on his arm.
“Ya Dad’s fine, I’m sure,” she said smiling. I sat on the edge of the couch looking at Gus’s bags.


“Is there castles in Auckland?” I asked, but Gus’s face just had the same expression as always. Like he was thinking about something that pissed him off.
“There’s that one in Dunedin.”
“Larnach Castle,” Lena said. She had a big toothy smile that made me uneasy.
“Sorry excuse for a castle though,’ he said. The woman threw the blanket back. I could see all the way up her dress. She had no underwear on. She caught my eyes and smiled, then got up and adjusted herself.
“I should get home to the kids,” she said. “You’re coming right?” Gus looked annoyed. I mean he always did, but more so than usual.
“I don’t want to travel halfway across Auckland to sleep in a room full of kids.”
“Come on, we’re having a group session in the morning.”
“I got my bible, I don’t need that hippie shit,” Gus said, standing up. “You Centrepoint people are fucking nuts.”
 
It was almost dinner time the next day when Dad came home, marching into the kitchen, his arms full of shopping bags.
“Who’s hungry?” he said, dumping the bags on the table.
“I am,” I said, even though I knew we were all meant to be angry with him.
“What’s all this?” Mum asked, slowly getting to her feet.
“Got us a feed of chops,” he said, pulling out some meat. “And thought I’d make a cake after dinner.” Mum just stared at him. Dad reached back into the bag and pulled out a six pack of Coke and a bunch of flowers that looked like they’d been run over a couple of times.
“And I got you this,” he said. Me, Summer, the dog, we all watched Mum as Dad walked towards her with the gifts. When she smiled we knew things would be ok, even just for that night. That was kind of what life was like eh, just get through each day, have a sleep and figure out how to do it all over again. And in this way the future sneaks up on you, and suddenly everything’s gone and changed.






The Wolves
That Friday Mrs White stood in front of the room full of screaming kids and told us we all had to do a project about where we were from.
“Crummer Road,” I yelled out. Mrs White shook her head.
“Are you stupid or just annoying?” she said. “I mean your culture.”
“What did you call me?”
“Ok shut up now,” she said, holding up the duster.
 
I was in the cultural group at school. In the photos I’m the fat white kid looking confused. Al said I had to join. “Don’t be racist.” It was fun, and it was the only thing the school took vaguely seriously. I had terrible rhythm but I was good at remembering patterns. So I had all the movements down even if I was out of time with the pātē drum.
 
The Grey Lynn School cultural group had a big performance coming up at Samoa House. So every Tuesday and Thursday after school we met in Room 2 to practise. Everyone fought over who got to play the drums even though only Dennis could really do it properly. Mr A took the class and once he turned up no one fucked around.
 
As far as I knew, our family didn’t have a culture to speak of, just left-wing politics and various forms of escapism. My parents’ church was the kitchen table, or the pub or the second-hand bookstore. Our legends spoke of revolutionaries and artists, iconoclasts tearing tiny holes in the world, briefly letting in pinpricks of light. At the time I didn’t think much about any of this. I’d stumble clumsily through the lives of friends and neighbours, getting swept up in their customs and celebrations, feeding on their generosity, with that gentle ignorance children possess. But also there’s a loneliness in not being anchored to nothing, to being a guest in your own life. Mum always told us to question everything. Good advice for sure. But it’s like reading the end of a book first. Not much is special when you really stare at it.
 
When I got home Dad was out in the backyard, cleaning the barbecue with Mad Sam.
“Where are we from?” I asked as Dad opened up the rusty barbecue lid. Cockroaches ran for cover as he scraped the rotting leaves off the grill.
“We’re Irish,” Dad said, pouring soapy water on the rusted metal. I’d never heard this before. I tried to think of all the things I knew about Ireland. Funny accent, drinking, bombs.
“Have you been there?” I asked.
“Nah, you don’t have to go to a place to be from there,” he said as him and Sam began to scrub.
 
“You’re as Irish as the dogs are wolves,” Mum said. We were sitting out on the deck watching the rain.
“What should I write for this project then?” I asked, confused.
“Where do you feel most at home?” she said.
“Here I guess.”
“Write that you’re from Grey Lynn then.”
“The teacher won’t like that.”
“The teacher doesn’t like you anyway, I read your reports,” Mum said, hugging me as the rain washed the day into the gutter.






The Street Party
At lunchtime the following day it stopped raining and the whole block came out for the street party. Dad set up his barbecue on the berm, right where the dead body had been. Him and Mad Sam cooked, and drank cans of beer out of a red and white chilly bin. Dad tried to sell the sausages, but everyone was broke so he ended up giving them away.
“Yeah go on, take it for free, not like I got any debts mate.”
 
We had a factory line going at the barbecue. Dad cooking up the meat, me cutting the onions, and Mad Sam buttering the bread.
“My eyes are sore,” I said, tears running down my cheeks.
“Yep it’s a shit job,” Dad said, flipping the sausages.
“Here put these on.” Mad Sam passed me his fluorescent green sunglasses. They didn’t really make much difference but I felt cool.
“Good work boy,” Dad said as I threw another handful of onions on the grill. I smiled, even though I was sore in my blood from all his bullshit. One of Dad’s poems had a line that went something like “Love is a fire you have to both feed and fight”. I never knew what it meant.
 
But I kind of did.
 
Summer and her weird friends sat away from everyone, smoking and looking bored. I recognised most of them from the park the other day.


 
Lui brought out his boom box. He sat with Fortune, Kale and a few of his older cousins out in front of their place, playing tapes.
 
Mum set up a deckchair by our gate. She sat with the dog at her feet, a green blanket wrapped around her. She looked old.
 
Feleti and his brothers opened up their garage door and hung around out front chatting with everyone and giving Lui and Kale the evils.
 
The artists wandered down and confused Dad by talking about being vegetarian.
 
Even the rich cunts came for a bit. They tried to join in, but it was like talking to the cops and they soon left.
 
The Vauxhall pulled up with a scream of brakes. Gus leapt out and marched over to the barbecue. I could tell he was in a worse mood than usual. It was the eyes, the way they searched your face, like when the dogs chased rabbits in Western Springs Park. He had all new clothes on and was wearing a thin gold chain around his neck. I mean they were the same as his old clothes, just without the rips and stains.
“Gus Gus,” Dad said, handing the big bastard a piece of bread wrapped around a sausage.
“How’s it?” Gus ate it in two bites, wiping his hands on his new jeans.
“Where’s your missus?” Sam asked.
“Don’t know, been visiting the ex, against my better fucking judgement.” He rubbed his face, like he was hoping to wipe away the day. Then he lowered his hands and looked over at me.
“Nice glasses,” he said, giving me a slap on the back.
“Thanks,” I said, smiling.
“Hey, come here, got something to show you pricks,” Gus said, walking back to the car. He leaned in and came out holding a box covered in My Little Pony wrapping paper. He ripped it off. Inside was a black box with a lens on it.


“What’s that?” I asked.
“Bought it in town, they call it an instant camera.” A card fell out of the box.
“Get a photo of me and my love.” Dad ran over to Mum. She slowly got up and Dad put his thin arms around her.
“Say fucking cheese,” Gus said.
“Fucking cheese.”
I picked up the card. It said, “Love you Olive, from Dad.”
 
Later, my guts full of bread and meat, I sat by Mum and Al’s aunty, listening to the river of their voices. They talked about the two Swiss tourists who had been arrested for the bombing. I had the blue rubber ball I’d stolen off Lui, throwing it from one hand to the other.
“They reckon it was passport offences,” Mum said.
“It’s gotta be them who did it,” Al’s aunty said. Mum screwed up her face, the way she always did when she was thinking.
“Yeah, but Switzerland? It doesn’t feel right.”
Al walked over and started dancing to the Prince song playing on his brother’s tape deck.
“Jeez, can’t you go get lost or something,” his aunty said laughing. Al pretended he was going to cry and then cracked up.
“You look fucking mental,” he said, sitting on the curb next to me.
“Sam gave them to me.” I was losing some of my confidence in the glasses. Al had a pack of Nerds and kept pouring the purple lollies into his mouth.
“You excited for the tournament this weekend?” he asked, his mouth full of lollies.
“Nah, I’m nervous as.” I said, bouncing the ball off the road. It shot up into the cloudy sky. Al leapt up and caught it.
“Fuck you’re gonna win,” he said, throwing me the ball.
 
When it started spitting Mum folded up the deckchair and headed inside. Me and Al tried to scab a cigarette off Summer. She was in the middle of telling us to piss off when Lui walked over.


“Hey,” he said to Summer. He had the Adidas jacket on, but it looked out of place amongst the ripped jeans and black clothes of Summer and her mates.
She looked up at him, her face empty and flat.
“Hey,” she grunted.
“Why are you wearing those glasses?” Lui said. “You look stupid.”
“At least I can take them off, you look stupid all the time.” But no one laughed and my face grew hot.
“You like the sounds?” Lui asked, turning his attention back to Summer. Her bright red lips formed a smile.


“Yeah I love Michael Jackson,” she said, and all her mates cracked up. Lui looked confused. It was strange seeing him on the back foot for once.
He was human like the rest of us, foiled by his love for a teenage weirdo.
“Did you know Ms David, the science teacher, has AIDs?” Lui said.
“No she doesn’t.” Summer lit up another smoke.
“What’s that thing on her face then?”
“It’s a birthmark.”
“Hmmm.” Lui adjusted his jacket. He was making such a dick of himself that I didn’t feel ashamed anymore.
The Michael Jackson tape ended. Everyone stood in silence for a second. Then the yelling started.
 
“Where were you?” Gus shoved Dad. “Where the fuck were you that night?” Dad picked up the barbecue tongs and held them out like he was going to hit Gus. But Gus, he just whacked them out of Dad’s hand. The tongs slid into the gutter. The big man lunged at Dad who ran around the other side of the barbecue.
“We were on our way,” Dad said. Gus picked up a sausage and threw it at Dad, hitting him on the top of the head. The whole street was staring now.
“Tell him, Sam,” Dad yelled, wiping the sausage grease out of his hair.
“Take a breath eh fellas,” Sam said, getting in between Dad and Gus.
“Seven years is a long time,” Gus said, swinging at Dad over Sam’s shoulder. But Dad danced back and Gus’s fist hit the dusk.
“Come on mate,” Sam said.


“A long time.” Quieter now. Sam walked over to the Vauxhall. Gus leant on the bonnet of the car and the two of them talked. Gus was loud at first. I heard the words ‘traitor’ and ‘liar’ a few times. But then he got quiet. Dad stood by the barbecue drinking a beer, the can shaking in his hand. Then Lui flipped the tape and Run-D.M.C. came on. Soon Gus and Dad were best mates again, laughing and drinking amongst the smoke.






The Past
After the fight it started pissing down and everyone made a run for it. I found Mum sitting cross-legged on her bed in front of a box full of photos. I climbed into bed with her, looking for a distraction from my thoughts. The comp and the treasure and Mum’s illness and Dad’s secrets and the house and Summer going around and around until I felt dizzy.
Mum pulled a handful of photos out of the box, flicking them into different piles, like someone dealing cards.
“What are you doing?” I leant over.
“Just clearing things out.”
“Why?”
“Look at this.” Mum handed me a photo. It was Dad holding me as a toddler, both of us staring into the camera. The old man looked so happy, smiling into the future.
I bent down and started looking through the different piles. There was Mum and Dad at a march up Queen Street. Mum had her fist in the air, her mouth open in a silent scream. Dad held a sign that said ‘No Nukes’. I reached for another pile.
There was a photo of two kids around three or four, a redhead girl and a boy with light blond hair. Both of them in the fountain at Albert Park, naked and laughing.
“Is that me?” I asked, holding it up to Mum.
“Yeah, that’s you with Gus’s girl Olive.” I looked again. The girl had the same big eyes as her dad.


“He must miss her, eh Mum?” She nodded, shuffling through another pile of photos.
“He was really devoted to that child, spoiled her rotten. She had more toys than any kid I ever met.” Mum held up a black and white photo twisted at the edges.
“What a blast from the past,” Mum said. There was Dad, his cheeks full, his eyes alive. Gus, next to him, young and thin. In another photo they were standing with Mad Sam when he still had hair. There was a fourth man with them. He stood behind the others. He was slight with delicate features, what looked like eyeliner under his pretty eyes, black hair to his shoulders. In the photo all four of them stood in front of a flash car. Dad had on a big leather coat with fur lining, his arm around Gus who was covered in jewellery. All smiling, like nothing bad could ever happen to them.
“Who’s that?” I asked Mum, pointing at the pretty guy. Mum took the photo and stared at it for a while before she said anything.
“That’s Simon,” she said, passing the photo back to me.
“Who’s Simon?”
“He’s gone hon,” Mum said, pulling another handful of ghosts out of the box.


“Gone where?” I asked. Mum kept flicking through the photos. “Mum?”
“That’s only going to raise a whole lot more questions,” she said, reaching out and stroking my face. “And those answers are best left alone.”
 
I did my best to forget about Simon as we looked through the old photos from before I was born. Back when Dad and Mum did plenty of adventuring. They used to load up the car and hit the road. They knew people up and down the country. Reprobates and wanderers who had fallen through the cracks in the world. Others who were never part of it to begin with. I loved when Dad got a few beers in him and started talking about that time.
Listening to his words, I could see it all; dust-streaked cars, dirt roads, gas stations with half-empty shelves, nowhere towns abandoned by anyone with money or sanity, grass burnt yellow by the sun, black sand beaches and empty blue skies and listening to The Stooges and The Kinks and Marvin Gaye and Herbs, following the AA map books, eating chips off the bonnet, sleeping in baches, abandoned cabins, back seats, beneath a million watchful stars. Cooking on open fires and gas burners, cold beans out of the tin, washing in rivers, in campground showers, not washing for days, the stink of sweat and petrol, the smell of the forest, bird calls, bad storms, sheltering from black clouds down back roads, every day an adventure, every night a celebration.
Leaning against Mum, I slowly drifted off, praying for her to get better, for the car to be fixed and for all of us to pack up our things, and go.






The Treat
When I woke up from my nap the house stank of cigarettes.
“Who’s that?” someone yelled, as I came out of Mum’s room rubbing my eyes. A voice that sounded like chewing on tinfoil.
“It’s me, Grandma,” I yelled back.
“Come here, I got ya a treat.” Grandma sat at the table with Gus. He gave me a nod and I nodded back, even though I was still shaken about what happened at the street party.
Grandma held a glass filled with what looked like water. But I knew it was gin. That was the only thing Grandma ever drank.
“Keeps me young,” she said, even though there was nothing young about her.
“What have you been doing?” Grandma asked.
“Where’s my treat?” I said, looking around for it. Grandma got up and kissed me on the cheek. Her face soft, like a rotten peach.
“There ya go love.”
“Is Dad home?” I asked, wiping my cheek.
“He’s gone to buy us some drinks,” Grandma said.
“Steal them more like it,” Gus said.
“Don’t you talk about my boy like that.” Grandma shoved the big ginger oaf. Gus gave her a look and then adjusted himself.
I switched on the tiny television and sat on the dog coach. Happy Days was just starting.
“Turn that down,” Grandma said. “Children shouldn’t be watching that stuff anyway.”


Grandma didn’t seem to think kids should be allowed to do anything I thought, as I got up and turned the volume down.
 
Grandma stayed for dinner. Dad made hotdogs with the leftover sausages. We had toasted Vogels bread instead of buns.
“You’ve outdone yourself love,” Mum said. Gus grunted in agreement, a half-eaten hotdog in his hand, grease running down his red beard. Grandma stabbed her cigarette out on the edge of her plate and left the butt lying by her food. Mum looked over and shuddered.
I finished my hotdog and left the adults to their talking. Things still felt tense after the fight, besides adults’ conversations always went on forever and wound up nowhere. Away from the warmth of the kitchen, the cold turned my legs numb. Walking into my room I tripped on my He-Man figurine. I kicked the hunk of soft plastic across the floor. Only last year I loved playing with my collection of broken toys. But now I felt silly. It’s weird to outgrow yourself like a pair of shoes.
I got into bed and listened to the house. Grandma laughing. A beer can opening. Someone walking outside my room like they were trying to kill bugs. The front door creaking open.
“Hold on,” Dad calling out. “Need to have a chat.” His words unsure of themselves.
“Ahh yeah,” Gus replied. I can hear the look on his face; big eyes narrowed, top of his left lip curled up towards his broken nose.
“How long you reckon you’re gonna stick around?” Dad says the words fast. “It’s a bit crowded ya know.” Silence. Summer doing the dishes in the kitchen. Somewhere in the house Ham shaking himself, his collar rattling.
“The way I see it,” Gus says at last, “you owe me a lot more than a roof. Only reason I’m being civil is cos I’d feel bad for your family if something happened to you.” More silence. Finally the sound of Gus marching down the path, the crunch of the gravel, then the old Vauxhall coming to life. Dad sighed.
“Fuck,” he said quietly, before walking back down the hallway.






The Qualifier
The rain fell heavy on the empty footpath. Al was already at church so I walked down to the arcade by myself. Mum had given me the five-dollar entrance fee. If I got jumped that was that. So I walked fast and kept my wits about me. Paranoia’s just a derogatory term for common sense.
 
The knees of my brown cords were frayed. The wind clawed at my legs. Limping from Crummer Road onto Surrey Crescent, I kept my hands in my pockets, my fist tight around the money. I’d been too nervous to eat that morning, just stirred my Weetbix around in the bowl. Now my stomach ached. But I knew once I got on the game, I’d be good. A car slowed down beside me. I gritted my teeth and kept walking, staring at the ground until it pulled away into the rain. I tried to spit but my mouth was dry.
 
When I got to the arcade a woman with big sandy blonde hair was sitting behind a foldout table. In front of her was a glass jar full of money.
“Five-dollar entry fee,” she said, sounding like this was the last way she wanted to spend her Sunday.
“Umm, where do I sign up?” I handed her the sweaty bill. She took the money, screwing up her face slightly. She was pretty, sort of like a chubby Daisy off The Dukes of Hazzard.
“Your parents know you’re here?” she asked.
“Kind of.” She shrugged and pushed a clipboard towards me.
“Write your name down here.” I scribbled Obi near the bottom of the list of a dozen odd names.


“Cool name,” the woman said.
“Thanks,” I mumbled, hurrying inside.
 
The arcade was packed. Spikey Hair sat behind his window watching everyone stand around like they were waiting to see the dentist. Someone had turned off all the games except Ghost and Goblins. The machine stood glowing amongst the dead cabinets. There was a video camera facing the screen so you could watch the game on a TV in the middle of the room.
 
I looked around for people I knew. Everyone was way older than me.
“Hey Obi.” I turned and saw Rats pushing through the crowd. He was wearing a stained red sweatshirt that was inside out. His black hair was sticking up at weird angles. Even though hanging out with him increased my chances of getting a hiding by about eighty percent I was still glad to see him.
“You entering?” I asked.
“Yeah, been going down Space World after school every day and practising,” he said, hopping back and forth on the spot. “When’s it gonna start?” he asked, looking around. Someone shoved me in the back and I stumbled into one of the machines. When I turned around Lez was standing there grinning at me.
“Sorry loser,” he said, giving me the fingers and then slapping Rats over the back of the head. Lez strolled over to the Ghost and Goblins cabinet.
“You ok?” I asked Rats.
“Yeah,” he said, rubbing his head. “Hate that guy.”


“At least his friends aren’t here,” I said.
“Probably killing cats somewhere,” Rats said, glaring at Lez.
 
A white guy with a thick moustache walked over by the TV and clapped his hands.
“Alright,” he said.
“Welcome to the qualifier for the Ghost and Goblins arcade challenge.” He looked about Dad’s age and dressed like he worked in a bank, but you could tell he didn’t by the way he held himself.


“Here’s the rules,” he said, pulling out a piece of paper.
“The winner from today gets a hundred dollars. The top three players get to go to the finals down at the new Spaceport arcade at the end of next month.” A couple more people pushed into the crowded room.
“You get one life each. When you die that’s it. The winner will be the person who gets the furthest.”
“The what?” a big kid with an afro yelled.
“Who gets the farrest,” another kid said.
“Should have said that then,” the big kid replied. The moustache man shook his head.
“Also no hitting or kicking the machines, no abusing other players and what we say is final.”
“I’ll final you,” someone said and everyone laughed.
 
The moustache man started yelling out people’s names. They’d step up to the machine. There would be a countdown, “Three, two, one, go”, and they’d be off. First up was the big kid with the afro. Soon as his turn started I knew he was fucked. He reacted to everything rather than anticipating what was going to happen. He wasn’t bothering to learn the patterns of the zombies. By the time he got to the first boss he’d lost his armour and then he was dead.
“Fucking bullshit,” he said, kneeing the machine.
“None of that eh” the moustache man yelled. The big kid stormed out of the arcade, a couple of other kids following him.
 
Rats was up next. He was good and obviously knew the game. He quickly got through the first level. But when he was in the ice palace, Lez started leaning over and shoving him with his shoulder. I looked at the moustache man but he was talking to the blonde woman. A gremlin flew down and knocked the knight out of his armour. Lez laughed and some of the others joined in. Rats did well to almost make it to the boss without armour, but one of the ogres got him and he melted into the crowd.
 
“Bruce,” the moustache man yelled. “You’re up.” But Bruce didn’t seem like he’d played any video games before and soon he was dead.


“You suck,” Lez yelled, as Bruce walked away from the machine shaking his head.
The next guy didn’t do much better. Then the moustache man yelled out “Obi”.






The Champion
I still remember the first video game I played, six years old, up at the takeaways.
It was Friday, fish and chips night. This was before Summer became weird and Mum became sick and Dad, well he was the same as ever.
“Fuck I’m hungry enough to eat a labrador,” Dad said, slapping the counter.
“Yuck, Dad,” Summer said.
“Like a cooked one. Don’t want to eat a raw labrador.”
“You’re a fool,” Mum said, bending down and kissing Dad on one of his hollow cheeks.
“How’s it?” Dad asked the guy who ran the place. “You doing alright?” The man smiled.
“Must be Friday eh,” he said.
“Sure is, Friday night in the Paris of the South Pacific.” Dad gestured towards the street filled with rubbish, old cars and older people.
 
The Galaxian cabinet was scratched and the controls sticky. But something drew me to it.
I watched the demo screen, the insect-looking aliens taking turns diving, shooting at the spaceship at the bottom of the screen.
“Dad, can I play this?” I asked him. He fished around in the pockets of his jeans and handed me a twenty-cent coin. And that was one of them fork in the road moments eh.


 
I was obsessed. Spent every cent I could find on that game. When I grew bored of Galaxian I started searching for other adventures. Outside of dairies I found Pac-Man, Missile Command, Donkey Kong, Moon Patrol. Titles that promised an escape from school, hunger and the monotony of poverty. Al was more of a natural than me, but I had persistence. He’d quickly get the hang of a game and grow bored, whereas I kept coming back until I mastered it. People at school started calling me Obi. For a short fat kid from a pālagi family it was more than I could have hoped for.
 
“You ready?” The moustache man said, “Three, two, one, go.” I was off. The controls felt new, the buttons were stiff and the joystick responsive. That first level I could do with my eyes closed. The room dissolved around me as I settled into the game. As the second level loaded I shook out my hands. Everyone was leaning in close. Thats when Lez started fucking with me. He tried doing the same shit he did to Rats. But I waited until he lent forward and then I moved away and threw myself into his shoulder. He stumbled back.
“Fuck you,” he hissed but I was back in the game. I quickly moved through the ice palace. When I got down to the city full of gremlins Lez kicked my sore leg, right on the dog bite. I turned and shoved him but when I looked back I’d lost my armour.
“You fucking asshole,” I said.
“Hey cut that out” the moustache man snapped.
Lez laughed but this time no one joined in. Still, I was further than anyone else had got. At the end of the level, two giant ogres jumped out. When I’d first come up against them back at Space World I’d panicked. But I knew exactly how to deal with them. I wiped the sweat off my hands as level three loaded.
 
My leg was killing me. I lifted it off the ground, which felt better until I put it down again. The pain drew me out of the game. Lez was still leering at me from the side of the cabinet. But I got all the way to the dragon at the end of the third level before I died. I limped away from the game. A couple of people came up and slapped my hand.
“Mean,” one of the older kids said, nodding his head.


“That was rad,” Rats said, running up to me.
 
It was Lez’s turn next. I went outside to get some air. In the doorway, I watched the rain falling. I felt around in my pockets to see if I had any change to get a drink. I pulled out the blue rubber ball. I turned it over in my hands and then bounced it a couple of times on the footpath.
“You got fifty cents?” Two dodgy looking guys were walking towards me from the bus stop. I quickly ducked back into the arcade.
 
When I got inside Lez was already halfway through the second level and still had his armour.
“That Gremlin is going to fuck you up,” someone yelled.
But Lez wasn’t fazed and easily dodged the creature. When he got the boss he messed up and lost his armour. I was sure he was done for. I could already feel that hundred dollars in my pocket. But Lez managed to kill both bosses and move on to level three.
 
There were a handful of near misses. But he knew where the extra armour was and by the time he got to the dragon he was in good shape. The creature swooped down at him, Lez ducked, let it past and then ran after it shooting daggers into its back. It came around again and he fucked up and lost the armour. The dragon still had half its life. Everyone crowded around the cabinet or the TV.
“Oh it’s close,” a kid with the worst acne I ever saw yelled. The dragon came in again. Lez repeated the pattern and nailed it this time.
“Come on, come on,” I whispered under my breath. The dragon came down, Lez ducked. As soon as the creature flew over him he ran after it, his fingers slamming into the button, throwing dagger after dagger into the creature’s head. And then the dragon exploded and a key dropped from the ceiling.
“Fuck yeah,” Lez shouted. And that’s when I did it. It wasn’t like I even thought about it really. I threw the ball straight into the back of Lez’s head. He cried out clutching his skull. I could still hear everyone laughing as I ran out into the rain.






The Secret Boyfriend
Dad was a dollar-store romantic. Once he went to the Rose Gardens in Parnell, filled the back of the car with stolen flowers and brought them home for Mum. Another time when Mum was still healthy, he spray painted a poem on the road. Then convinced her to go on the roof because the gutters were clogged. Up on the rusting tin, he’d set up a picnic. As the sun set over the valley, they got pissed and read the poem written on the dog shit streets:
“You are my morning
That washes away
the night”
Dad, he knew Mum needed a reason to get out of bed these days. So on dole day, he booked a table up at Ivans on Ponsonby Road. The brightly lit restaurant served chips and sausages, and everyone that worked there was old as Grandma. So it wasn’t flash by any means. But going to Ivans felt like an event. And Dad being Dad, he knew all the staff and most of the customers. It was always a performance when he entered a room. He had to shake everyone’s hand and pay them all a compliment.
“Looking good, Sue.”
“New haircut eh, Frank?”
“Heard you got a new job brother. Might need to borrow some money off ya.”


 
“We’re meant to be saving,” Mum said, as Dad hurried around the house, wearing his denim jacket and good jeans. Which might not sound like much, but for Dad it was basically a three-piece suit. Mum had done her hair for the first time in weeks. She leant against the doorway to the kitchen, looking like going to dinner was the last thing she felt like doing. But Dad’s excitement had its own momentum, and soon he rushed Mum out into the street.


“See you later son, don’t burn the house down,” he yelled, slamming the front door.
 
Summer and Gus were both out living their secret lives, so it was just me and Ham at home. The dog kept growling at me so I went and lay down in my bedroom and thought about the competition. I knew I’d have beaten Lez if he hadn’t started fucking with me. And it wasn’t just the prize money. I wanted to come home and tell Dad how I’d won. I knew he didn’t give a fuck about spacies. But I was sure he’d be excited when I marched into the house with one fist full of cash and the other full of glory. Still, I was in the finals. There would be kids there from all over the city. But I was confident that if I had a good day I could take them.
 
I must have fallen asleep, because the yelling woke me up. A man’s voice shouting “I’m sorry. I’m sorry” over and over. Then our front door slammed. I got up and turned the light on. Summer stood in the hallway crying.
“What happened?” But she didn’t say anything. The man was still outside yelling. Summer had bruises on her arms.
“Who’s out there?”
“No one,” she said, rubbing her face with the bottom of her T-shirt. Then someone started banging on the door.
“Fuck off,” Summer screamed.
“Please talk to me,” the man said.
“My dad will be home soon,” I yelled even though we both knew he could be home anytime between now and next week. I saw the rusty handle turn and threw my weight against the door. But the man was strong and he slowly pushed it open. Summer just stood there, staring, like she was watching TV. I gave up and stepped back, letting the door fly open. And then it was my turn to stare. Because standing in the doorway, all red faced, was fucking Lez.
 
He took a step back when he saw me, before turning his attention to Summer.
“I’m sorry,” he said again. But this time he wasn’t yelling. I looked at Summer, she was still staring. It felt like she could see right through Lez, out into the street. The phone started ringing in the hallway next to us. Everyone looked at it at the same time. And I don’t know where I got the idea from, but I ran at Lez and shoved him out onto the deck. He stepped backwards and fell down the stairs onto the path. I slammed the door, locked it and leant all my weight against the flimsy rectangle of wood and stained glass. I expected Lez to try and get in again. But it was quiet outside.


“See you around, Obi,” he said, managing to turn the words into a threat. Then I heard footsteps going away down the path.
 
We sat on the old wooden chairs in the backyard. The grass had tried to eat them, but we stomped it back down, the chairs creaking beneath our weight. I was wearing one of Dad’s jumpers, but I was still freezing. Summer let me have some of her cask wine — sweet, like off fruit. She took the plastic bladder from me and squirted the red liquid into her mouth. The sky was decorated with stars and satellites and maybe the odd UFO, who knew. I leant back in my chair and watched all that chaos above, while Summer drank her wine. Mum had taught us how to spot Orion’s Belt. I looked at all those other stars and wondered what their names were. Mum said that the universe goes on forever and that there were probably aliens out there living lives just like us. Poor bastards.
“Lez,” I said, breaking the silence.
“He’s not as bad as you think.”
“He picks on me and Al all the time.” Summer passed me the wine. I took another sip even though it was gross.
“I’ll tell him to leave you alone.”
“He won’t listen,” I said, my voice filling with blood. “He’s evil.”


“Well he’s good to me,” she said as though the words hurt to say.
“Serious?”
“He buys me things and gives me lifts places.”
“And he gave you those bruises.” Summer snatched the bag back.
“He had a fucked-up childhood.” I laughed.
“No, like really fucked up, foster homes and worse.”
“He’s still a bad guy.”
“Everything isn’t black and white you know,” she said. “Most things are a dumb grey colour.”
It sucks the day you realise everyone’s got an excuse for their shitty behaviour.






The Roof
We had a maths test that Tuesday. But no one knew how to do maths so it dragged on for hours.
“Miss, I don’t know none of this mathematics stuff,” Dennis pleaded.
Filipino made a run for it and Rats started crying near the end. It was no use. Mrs White kept handing out detentions, and threats of violence. But that didn’t help anyone learn maths.
When I got home Mad Sam was pacing around the kitchen muttering to himself.
“Cops everywhere these days, following me around and . . .” The front door banged open and someone ran down the hallway.
“Shit here they are now,” he said, disappearing out the back door. I peered into the hallway.
Al was jogging towards me.
“Feleti’s brothers jumped Kale down at the park,” he said, placing his hand on the table, trying to catch his breath.
“Is he ok?”
“You have to come back him up.” Al grabbed my wrist, dragging me towards the doorway.
“Me?”
“Yeah, he’d do it for you.”
“But they’ll kill us.”
“Yeah but that’s how it is when you’re family.”
“Ok let me get my jacket.”


 
When we got to Al’s house Kale was outside with a few of his cousins. They were all walking back and forth, talking quickly over each other. Kale had a split lip and kept spitting out blood.
“We’re gonna fuck ’em up.”
“Those eggs are gonna get it,” Lui stood a few feet from the others looking like he’d rather be somewhere else. When they saw me everyone stopped and looked confused.
“Hey guys,” I said, giving them a wave.
“Why did you bring him?” Lui hissed at Al.
“He’s gonna back us up,” Al said.
“We’re not taking you two, you’ll get a hiding.” Even though I didn’t want to fight Feleti’s brothers, who all had moustaches and broken teeth, I was offended.
“Nah I can fight,” I said, dancing around shadow boxing. A couple of Al’s cousins started laughing.
“Come on, take that.” I threw a punch and almost slipped over on some gravel. Lui helped me keep my balance. He looked tired.
“Stay here eggs,” he said. The others marched off down towards the park. Lui followed them. But he walked like the footpath was made of ice, and any minute it might crack open and swallow him.
 
Me and Al climbed on the roof.
“We should look for the treasure again,” I said. “While we wait for the finals.”
“Can’t believe that ugly cunt beat you.”
“He cheated,” I said.
“We need to find a new Ghost and Goblins to practise on.”
“I heard there’s a castle in Dunedin,” I said, trying to steer the conversation back to the treasure.
“How we gonna get down there?” Al asked. He had a point. Mum and Dad had been there once. But Mum said it took days to drive down. And you had to catch a boat.
Below us Mad Sam was dragging a giant piece of wood down the street towards my house.


“Sam’s being real mental today,” I said. “Dad’s worried he’s gonna get sent back to Carrington.”
“I think my mum was in there once,” Al’s voice was suddenly flat, like he was reading out the words. He never spoke about his parents. It’s funny how when you’re a kid, you can spend most of your waking life with someone, and not hear their secrets.
There were a couple of photos of Al’s mum in the house. One hung in the hallway with a red ‘ula around it. It was black and white, his mum and aunty standing together in the 70s. The two women were young, dressed up, you could almost hear the night beyond the frame. His mum was pretty. But her eyes were carrying trouble. The other photo, Al carried with him in the empty wallet that Lui gave him. The photo was small. The colours faded into one another. Al’s mum is holding a baby, staring at something just off past the camera while the baby looks up at her. A couple of times I’d caught Al looking at the photo when he thought I couldn’t see him.
“You never hear from her?” I asked. Al shook his head. He was watching the sky, like it was one of his films.
“What was she like?” Al spat off the roof.
“Lui says she was funny, had the best stories. Should have been a writer or something.” The tarp blew in the wind.
“Where’s your dad?”
“He got deported in the Dawn Raids, never came back. He calls when the phone’s on.” He went quiet again, watching the clouds. I had more questions for my friend. But the night had got into him. So I sat looking down Turakina Street, over the waves of corrugated iron.
 
When the boys came back they looked dejected.
“What happened?” I yelled down.
“Couldn’t find them,” Kale yelled back. I was just thinking how great it was that Lui hadn’t got in trouble when Fortune stormed out. She marched over to Lui and shoved him in the chest.
“What is wrong with you?” she said. “You wanna get locked up like those bloody fools you used to hang out with?” Then she turned to her brother Kale.


“And you, stop dragging the family into ya bullshit.” She looked at the group and shook her head.
“Ai valea,” she said, then went back inside, slamming the door.
“Hey,” I said kicking Al, “let’s go to my place. Dad’s making pizza.”






The Subtle Art of Shoplifting
Stealing What’s Mine
When the pigs catch ya
hands red as ya politics
my legal advice
Is turn dumb
The only things you’re required to tell them is
“Huh?”
and
“What?”
Forget where ya live
Forget ya name
Forget why ya got a pocket full of stolen laughter
Your breath is contraband
When ya poor
Of all Dad’s poems, that was my favourite. It even got published in an anthology called Beneath the Clouds. It was one of the poems Mum had saved. And when she saw the article in the paper asking for submissions she had sent it in. A couple of months later a letter had turned up.
“They are pleased to inform us that ‘Stealing What’s Mine’ has been accepted,” Mum said standing in the kitchen holding the letter.
“Blah blah blah . . . Oh fifty dollars, that’s nothing to be sniffed at,” Dad clapped his hands.
“Fifty bucks for a bloody poem,” he’d yelled. “Looks like someone’s getting a present.” I looked at him expectantly. But of course he was talking to Mum.
 
They’d had a launch party at the town library. We all went down, but the crowd was a mix of fancy people and losers like us, and that oil doesn’t mix with that water no matter how much you pour together. Still, it was a great poem. And Dad drank like it was his last night on earth, yelling poetry at anyone that came near him. When he got up on stage he’d thanked Mum, looking like he might cry. But instead he read the poem, holding a stick thin arm in the air as he ranted about the virtues of shoplifting.
 
“This is going to be good fellas,” Dad said, caramelising the onions for our pizzas. Roaches were racing out the back of the oven.
“I finished grating the cheese,” I said, chucking the grater in the sink.
“What’s wrong with you?” Dad asked, pointing the spoon he was using to stir the onions at Al.
“Nothing,” Al said.
“Cheer up mate. I’ll let you have some of this pizza if ya lucky.”
“Better not have that old as cheese, had mould on it.” Al started bobbing around like he was going to box Dad. I bent down and drank some water out of the tap.
“That was blue cheese.”
“Gave me blue shits.” Dad laughed and shook his head.
“Fuck we’re out of oil,” Dad said. “Alright get ya coats boys.”
 
It was a freezing night. Surrey Crescent was deserted as we walked to the supermarket.
“Came second in what?” Dad asked. He wore a woollen coat he’d got from the army surplus.
“The competition I was telling you about.” I had on a bright blue jumper Grandma had knitted me. It was too big and smelt like sheep, but it was warm.
“I wanna win and help save the house,” I said, walking quickly to keep up with Dad.


“How much is the prize?” he asked.
“Five hundred dollars.” Dad smiled.
“Need a bit more than that son, appreciate it nonetheless.”
“I wish I had been there,” Al said. “I’d fasi that pimple face.”
Al had seen Lez up at the spacie parlour that day showing off his winnings. He said Lez stayed on the Star Wars game for hours, dropping in coins and hitting continue every time he died. It sucked knowing he was pissing away the prize money.
 
“It’s still there,” Al said, stopping outside the junk shop.
“What’s that?” Dad asked, cupping his hands around his face and peering into the window.
“It’s a camera,” Al said.
“Why you want that for?” Dad asked.
“Make movies,” Al said “I got heaps of ideas. Like what about a film where kids who know how to do kung fu go back in time and beat up Nazis.”
“Ahh yep,” Dad said, stepping away from the shop. “I’d tell you not to quit ya day job but you aren’t got one.”
“Neither do you, Uncle.”


“Tou fucking che,” Dad said. “Let’s go shopping eh boys.”
 
“Anyone watching?” Dad asked, picking up a bottle of oil the size of a small dog. I shook my head and like that, the bottle was gone.
“Far, your dad is quick,” Al said. I nodded, proud.
Dad had taught me the ins and outs of shoplifting. How to use the glass on the fridge doors to see if people are watching you, that you should always buy something so as to not arouse suspicion, and to dump what you got if they’re onto you.
“Ok boys go get some chips eh,” Dad said, walking towards the checkout. And the last lesson in Dad’s shoplifting masterclass was, always charm the person at the check out.
“Worst winter in years,” Dad said to the sleep-deprived woman at the cash register.


“Yeah,” she mumbled, ringing up the bag of chips.


“Bet you can’t wait to get home and relax,” he said, handing her a five-dollar note.
“Two hours,” she said, smiling a little.
“I hope it flies by like that,” Dad clicked his fingers. “Come on you two louts.” We stepped out of the light. The freezing cold felt like relief. We’d gotten away with it again. We were alive.
 
Back at the house me and Al crowded around the oven, trying to steal some of its warmth. The house smelled like cooking dough and cheese. The news was on the radio.
“Police are still searching for the suspect who escaped custody last Tuesday. He is considered highly dangerous and . . .” Dad reached over and changed the station. ‘Don’t you Forget About Me’ came on.
“Stop eating the bloody salami,” Dad said as Al stuffed another slice into his mouth.
“This pizza is taking ages, Uncle.”
“I’m not ya bloody uncle,” Dad said, grinning.
“You don’t have a choice, Uncle.” Al pretended to punch Dad in the guts and Dad acted like he was hurt, and then got Al in a headlock.
It was good, right then, in the kitchen with my best friend and as much of Dad’s attention as I ever got. I heard somewhere once that the bad times are the dawn of things getting better. But it goes the other way too.






The Bad News
It was one of those phone calls that makes you want to never answer the phone again. I lay in bed reading Asterix in Spain, trying to get warm. The phone kept ringing. I waited for someone else to get it, but I guess everyone was thinking the same thing. Finally I got out of bed. The voice was bad news personified, serious, formal, so unlike anyone that normally called. The voice asked for Mum by her full name. At first I didn’t know who they meant. When Mum got out of bed I stood there listening. And she didn’t say much, not with her words, but her body said enough. And when she hung up she went right back to bed. I stood in the freezing hallway for a while and then did the same.
 
Dad made stew for dinner. He cut up every vegetable he could find and chucked it all into the big grey pot. Mum was at the table, staring at nothing, rubbing Ham on top of his head. Summer sat next to her, resting her head on her arms.
“Morale is low eh,” Dad said, spooning the thick stew into bowls. “Come get ya dinner, it’ll cheer you up.” But stew’s never cheered anyone up, and we all ate in silence, looking miserable, while Dad chatted away, brown slop running down his chin. For a second, he seemed so ridiculous. Ranting about the merits of stew while Mum was sitting next to him, distraught. The resentment opened up in my chest.
“You ok?” Mum asked. I realised I was grinding my teeth. Dad wiped his chin on the sleeve of his jean jacket. And smiled at me.
“Go turn the tele on will ya son,” he said. And like that, I was back under his spell.


 
On the screen the two spies were being led into court. It turned out they were French instead of Swiss. And they didn’t look like James Bond or anything. The woman kind of resembled a relieving teacher we had once. Al had made her cry by accusing her of farting for two days straight. The spy kept looking around as she was led past the cameras. Maybe she thought someone would come save her. The man had a smile that looked like he rented it. I wondered if he learnt that smile in spy school. It must have seemed like such a big adventure, coming to New Zealand to blow up a boat. Now they were stuck here, on a tiny island filled with pissed-off locals. Back then the rest of the world was like an idea more than a place. Something that only existed in dreams.
 
After dinner, Summer left her untouched food on the table and wandered off into the night. I hid in my bedroom. Mum and Dad were talking in the kitchen. Mum was trying to be quiet but Dad only had the one volume. Watching my breath float away, I heard Mum using terms like test results, medication, not looking good. Worse, there was a pleading to her voice. That’s what scared me, more than what she was saying. As much as Dad bellowed, trying to reassure her, to stop them dark thoughts taking root, I knew it was like trying to keep the wet dog off the couch. Listening to Dad’s useless words, I felt that resentment filling my chest again. Why couldn’t he hear Mum? Like really hear her? I turned on the clock radio. ‘Money For Nothing’ was playing. I kinda hated that song but I turned it up and pulled the blanket over my head, doing my best to block out the old man.






The Publisher
Despite Mum getting sicker and the days getting colder, Dad’s harebrained schemes kept coming. M*A*S*H was just starting when the front door flew open, banging against the wall.
“Fuck,” Dad yelled, walking down the hall. He had a tall bald man with him, wearing a green jumper and suit pants. The man’s face hung down like a helium balloon on its last legs.
“Son,” Dad slurred. “This is fucking Nigel.” He slapped the lanky man on the back. “He wants to publish my book.” I hadn’t seen him this excited since him and Sam stole a keg of beer from Liquorland. They hadn’t had a pump so they’d stuck it in the bath and punched a hole into the end of it with a screwdriver. Beer had sprayed out everywhere and the bathroom stunk like stale Lion Red forever after that.
“Umm, yeah, hi there,” the man said. He spoke like he didn’t go to the school in Grey Lynn.
“You’ve read his poems eh?” I said.
“Don’t be a fucking cheeky cunt,” Dad said, pulling out a chair for Nigel. “I went up to his office, hand delivered a copy of ‘Stealing What’s Mine’.”
Nigel looked around the kitchen like maybe he’d made a mistake.
“And he loved it, didn’t ya mate,” Dad said, slapping Nigel on the back again.
“Yeah, I mean you have a unique voice,” he said, sounding unsure of himself.
“You hear that? So I had to bring him back here to celebrate,” Dad said, rustling around in the fridge. He walked over and banged two cans of VB on the table.
“I don’t drink,” the man said.
“Why not?” Dad asked, staring at the man as though he’d just said he didn’t breathe air.
“I don’t know. I don’t like it I guess.”
“Fucking hell. Fair enough. Personally I find it negates the misery life insists on throwing at ya,” Dad said, opening one of the beers and sliding the other back to his own side of the table.
“So when do I get some money?” Dad said. “We got the fucking bank breathing down our neck.”
“Well as you know, there isn’t a lot of money in poetry,” Nigel said like he was talking to a child.
“Look around ya mate, we’re not exactly used to the finer things.”
“I’d need to see the manuscript before we talk about a contract.” Dad cocked his head.
“The what?”
“The collection of poems you want to publish.” Dad looked around the room.
“Umm here’s one,” he said, peeling a piece of paper off the table that had been stuck down with beer. “And there’s these two.” He dug into his jeans pocket and handed the confused publisher a couple of scrunched-up receipts.
 
Then the front door banged open again.
“Who the fuck is that?” Dad said, looking towards the hallway.
“Hey hey hey it’s Fat Albert,” Al said, walking into the room.
“Ahh jesus,” Dad said.
“Is this your priest?” Al asked, pointing at Nigel.
“Why the fuck would I have a priest?”
“I don’t know. Got any leftover pizza?” Al walked towards the fridge. Nigel moved around in his seat like he needed to take a shit.
“There’s no food here mate.”
“Stink,” Al said, coming and sitting by me on the couch. “Is the priest here for ya mum?”


“Nah he’s going to publish Dad’s book.” Al’s face lit up.
“I’ve got stories,” he said, leaping up and running over to Nigel. “Like check this out, there’s a boy who has the head of a dog and . . .”
The front door banged open again.
“Now what?” Dad said. All the excitement from earlier had drained out of him. I could smell Mad Sam before I saw him. His perfume of body order and tobacco.
“Kia ora gentleman,” Sam said, walking in the room. “Sam, collector of things,” he said, sticking his hand out towards Nigel. Nigel gave it a limp shake. “And you are?”
“Umm, Nigel Gotely, I’m a publisher.” Sam dropped Nigel’s hand and gave him a hard stare.
“They reckon reading is bad for you,” he said.
“Who reckons that?” Nigel asked.
“Science.”
“But even though he has a dog head he lives a normal life,” Al said pushing Sam aside and standing in front of Nigel who looked like he might start crying.
“Leave the poor cunt alone,” Dad said, getting out of his seat and trying to get in between Al and Nigel.
“And people tease him, call him dog head and shit, so he bites them,” Al continued, fending off Dad. Dad grabbed Al’s arm.
“Come on, Uncle, I’m telling him my story.” Al spun around and grabbed Dad by the shoulders.
“He’s here about my poetry,” Dad yelled as he started wrestling with Al.
“Your poetry sucks,” Al said, tripping Dad and falling on top of him on the floor. Nigel stood up and nervously stepped over Dad and Al rolling around on the ground.
“Umm, look I think I better go,” he said.
“Thats right,” Sam said, giving him the evils. “We don’t need your type around here.”
“Wait,” Dad yelled from underneath Al.
“See what you done now, Uncle,” Al said as the front door slammed.






The Doomsday Clock
That Saturday I was searching my room for something warm to wear when Summer walked in without knocking.
“Why does it stink in here?” she said, looking around. “Come on we’re going to rent a video player.”
I grabbed a jumper and followed Summer into the kitchen. Mum was lying on the dog couch. Dad had his jacket on, counting a pile of change on the table.
“Yeah I reckon we got enough,” he said, sliding the coins into his jacket pocket.
“We going to the video store?” I asked. We usually only rented a VHS machine on birthdays and it wasn’t mine till next week.
“Yeah come on stinky,” Summer said, throwing my raincoat at me.
 
The video store sat on the corner of the Surrey Crescent intersection. Some days when me and Al couldn’t find any money for games, we walked along the aisles staring at the covers of all the films. Al knew the names of the directors and how much the films made at the box office. The store smelt like off-popcorn, and everyone who worked there looked like they just found out their dog had died. They’d stand behind the counter, staring up at TV screens playing movies with the sound off. One time we came in and a guy was crying, like just standing there weeping.
“Cheer up sole,” Al had yelled at him. The guy had turned and looked at us but kept on crying.


 
It was 5-films-for-5-dollars night and the shop was packed.
“Ok choose one each,” Dad said. Summer went straight for the art house section. She loved movies where people smoked cigarettes and nothing happened. I walked past the shelves stopping to pick up any video that caught my eye. It felt impossible to choose just one of the plastic boxes. I read the titles out to myself as I walked past: Beverly Hills Cop, Beat Street, Christine, Gremlins, Nightmare on Elm Street. Then I saw one that had a kid playing a computer game on the cover. War Games. I carried it over to Dad.
“I want to get this,” I said, holding out the box. Dad shook his head.
“American propaganda,” he said, dropping it on the counter.
 
“What did you get?” I asked Summer. It was getting dark as we walked down Williamson Ave. She was carrying the videos. She held up a box with a black and white cover. Stranger Than Paradise.
“Looks depressing,” I said.
“Yeah it’s a documentary about our lives.”
“Hey come on,” Dad said “We just rented a fucking video player. What’s there to be depressed about?” Dad carried the VHS player under his arm. It wasn’t in a box or anything.
“Did you know your brother came second in a . . .” Dad turned to me. “What was it?”
“A spacies comp.”
“Would have been better if you won,” Summer said.
“I would have but your boyfriend kicked my leg.”
“Whose boyfriend?” Dad asked as Summer tried to stab me with her eyes.
“Nothing,” she snapped and walked off ahead of us.
 
Up the street a tall skinny teenager was playing 1942 on a machine outside the dairy. There was a group of guys smoking and crowding around him.
As we got closer they all slowly looked up at us. Dad was oblivious but Summer slowed down and let us catch up to her. We were going to get robbed. And then what? Would Dad go to jail for not being able to buy the video shop a new VHS? My body was growing hot beneath my raincoat.


“Shht,” a guy with a blue bomber jacket stepped away from the game and stood in the middle of the footpath. Another guy moved to the side so he was blocking the street. Dad saw them now. I knew he was going to do something stupid to escalate the situation.
“Obi?” the guy playing the game looked at me. “Leave ’em man,” he said. “That fat kid, he’s Lui’s boy.”
“Are you sure?” the guy blocking our path said, still eyeballing us.
“Yeah.” The skinny guy went back to his game.
“Sorry eh.” He adjusted his bomber jacket and stepped aside.
“Cool friends you got,” Summer said, as I tried to convince my heart not to break my ribs.
 
When we got home Gus and Mad Sam were sitting at the table. I felt myself sinking beneath the kauri floorboards, down under the house, where the rats and secrets lived. I knew the theme of our night would be drinking and arguing rather than movies.
“Here they are,” Gus said, a half smile parting his ginger beard. Summer rolled her eyes and dropped the videos on the kitchen table.
“Look what I acquired,” Sam said, holding up a cheap bottle of whiskey. “To celebrate you putting a book out.” Dad screwed up his face and shook his head.
“Nah, the guy reckoned I wouldn’t get paid until we sold the books, told him I needed the money now.”
“Ahh well, best to have a drink then.”
Dad stood in the middle of the room with the video machine. Sam and Gus and the bottle at the kitchen table, me, Mum and Summer on the dog couch.
“Help me set this thing up will ya?” Dad said holding up the video player.
 
Dad and Gus spent a good hour trying to hook up the VHS machine.
“Nah, nah nah you got to plug it into the TV,” Gus said, holding up a lead.
“That’s the plug for the tape deck.”


“Bullshit, look, ahh your right.” A couple of times Dad had to go smoke outside to calm himself down. Around 8pm the picture came on but it was fuzzy.
“You need to tune it in,” Summer said. This started a whole new round of swearing and threatening to throw the TV out the window.
 
It was almost nine when we finally got War Games started. Dad made popcorn in a big pot, drinking whisky out of a chipped coffee mug.
“That nerd’s you in a few years,” Summer said. The main character was trying to impress a girl by hacking his school computer. Me and Summer sat next to each other on the floor, our backs against the couch. Mum was stretched out above us, stroking my hair. As soon as the film started she began sighing.
“You really want to watch this drivel?” she said.
“This is what he’s into, Mum,” Summer said. “Computers and being a loser.”
“At least I’m not depressed,” I said.
“You should be.” Summer smiled so I’d know she was kinda joking.
By the time the main character, David, had almost started World War Three, Mum had had enough.
“This is a bit bloody much,” she said. Even after she got sick Mum went to protests about nuclear testing. Dad went too, but he didn’t really think about the future. He just cared about injustice, though you don’t really have a choice when you’re poor. Him and Mum were at the Springbok Tour protests in Auckland.
“Got to throw rocks at cops all day,” Dad had told me when I asked about it. But I knew he was just hiding behind his bravado. They cared about the state of things. Mum, she knew the reasons behind all the evil shit that happened in the world, whereas Dad just knew a raw deal when he saw one.
If you look at footage from that day, you’d likely see Dad with a white crash helmet on, lobbing rocks at the riot police. Or Mum waving a placard that read ‘Stop The Tour’. To hear them tell it, it felt like change was standing on the country’s doorstep. And with one more collective push they could bring the whole broken system crashing down. But of course that’s not what happened. And four years later it was like remembering a dream.
 
I guess that’s why the Rainbow Warrior bombing was so shocking. It seemed like the world was really attached to those bombs. Even though now we live next door to the apocalypse, back then it all felt so much more real. Sometimes they’d have the doomsday clock on the news. The serious looking presenter telling everyone the world was three minutes to midnight.
“What does that mean, Mum?” I’d ask her. Even though I kind of knew.
“Nothing honey,” she’d say. But it was the kind of nothing they make nightmares out of.
 
Stranger Than Paradise was exactly what I thought it’d be.
“This is so boring,” I said. Summer elbowed me.
“Shut up,” she hissed.
“But they’re just talking and being weirdos.”
“You should be used to that,” Dad yelled from the kitchen table. Him and Sam had finished the bottle and were drinking cans of beer.
“I read about this film,” Mum said.


“Did you read that it sucks?” I asked.
“Shhh son” she said, squeezing my face.
 
I didn’t hear what started the fight. It wasn’t until they began yelling that I paid any attention.
“It’s not your fucking money,” Gus banged his fist on the table making the dog leap up, barking.
“I earnt that money, Gus,” Dad said, getting to his feet “Same as you.”
“I spent seven years locked up, while you were out here writing fucking poetry.” Dad took a deep breath. Gus stared, like he could see Dad’s soul and he didn’t like the look of it.
“I’m sorry,” Dad said, his voice slurred. “But that’s done now eh, and some of that money is mine.”
“I haven’t seen Olive since she was a baby.” When he said this his chin began to shake. “If you’d been on bloody time, I wouldn’t have got caught.”


“The car broke down,” Dad said.
“That’s not what Sam reckons,” Gus said, pointing at Sam who threw up his hands. And Dad, he must have been drunk because he didn’t back down to old Gus.
“You were just unlucky mate,” Dad said. Gus leapt up, getting in Dad’s face. He moved so fast it was a blur.
“Unlucky?” he screamed, punching Dad in the head. Dad fell onto the ground and Gus bent down and lifted him up by the throat. Dad kicked and lashed out at Gus but it made no difference.
“Unlucky?” he yelled again as Dad turned purple.
Sam tried to get in between them, but Gus shoved him into the wall. That’s when Mum stood up. You could tell it took all her effort to get off the couch.
“You get out of here, Gus,” she said, so quiet it sucked all the violence out of the room. Gus dropped Dad into a heap on the floor and stared at Mum. But she just stood there staring right back at him.
“Come on, Gus,” Sam said, pulling him out of the house.






The Dream
Dad disappeared for three days after the fight. Mum said it was for the best. “Let him shake it out of his system.” I waited by the front door, pretending I wasn’t waiting. Willing him to walk across the crumbling deck. But every time I thought I heard his boots it was Al, or Summer or Ham. I felt like all I owned in the world was the pain in my chest.
 
Those nights Dad was awol, Mum talked a lot about how he was before I was born. When he worked at the Bacon Factory and Mum was studying at uni. This is back when they lived in urban communes around Ponsonby and Grafton. Mum reckoned Dad was whole then. That the twists and turns of the day didn’t make him disappear into a bottle.
But then he found poetry and drugs, and fell in love with that empty romance. He didn’t want to do nothing but write and float face-down in the day. I guess when you’ve never been allowed to dream, and then you get hold of one in your calloused hands, it’s hard to let go.
But the dreams didn’t work out, and the words didn’t turn to money and the highs wouldn’t hold their shape. And you can only carry so much frustration before it eats a hole in you.
“If it wasn’t for this house . . .” Mum would say to herself. But she never got to the end of that thought. I could tell she was imagining us all living in the Holden or Grandma’s lounge.
 
Even though Gus was gone I was still too scared to go back into his bags. Seeing the way he turned on Dad freaked me out. It was like this one Ridgeback down the park. He would come up all friendly and rub up against you. But then sometimes he’d turn and savage whoever was around. Poor old Rats ended up in the A&E after that dog attacked him. Still I stared at that pile of bags. Wanting desperately to get my hands on that map and the treasure it led to.
 
When Mum wasn’t sleeping or talking about the past she read me Treasure Island. We were halfway through the book. Jim Hawkins had made it to the island and was using his wits to survive as the pirates pursued him. Listening to those words in Mum’s scratchy voice, I briefly forgot about the disasters balancing on the edges of our days. And when Mum sent me up the road to get takeaways for dinner I tried to stay in that world, the way you try to hold onto your dreams when you take a piss in the middle of the night.
 
“Heard there was a scrap at your place.” It was Monday afternoon and Al was feeding a twenty-cent coin into a machine up at the spacies parlour. He hit ‘two player’ and a digitised voice said “Begin”.
“Yeah, Gus lost it.” Al walked his red karate guy towards my white one. When he got close he ducked and tried to sweep me. I pushed up on my left joystick and then forward on the right one, kicking him in the face.
“Kefe,” Al said as his character went down.
“They were arguing about money,” I said.
“Begin”. This time Al waited for me to come to him. I edged slowly forward while he stood at the left of the screen. Then he flew at me with a jump kick. I ducked and let him fly over my head, turned around and punched him in the back.
“Bet that hurt,” I said as Al kicked the cabinet.
“Hey fuck off,” Spikey Hair yelled from behind the counter.


“Sorry sorry sorry,” Al said, holding his hands up “Sorry you’re so ugly,” he added under his breath.
“It sounded like Gus has some of Dad’s money.”
“Your dad doesn’t have any money,” Al said, walking his character back and forth trying to draw me out.


“Maybe Gus has got it and that’s what the map is for.” I ran up and kicked him in the head. “Better go get Mum’s takeaways.”
“Fuck this,” Al said, kicking the game again.
“Ok get out of here,” Old Spikey Hair yelled. “You’re both banned.”
“See you tomorrow,” Al yelled over his shoulder as we ran out of the arcade laughing.
 
We stood at the takeaways waiting for our food. Al was dancing from one side of the brightly lit shop and back again.
“I heard there’s a Ghost and Goblins out in Henderson,” Al said as he danced past.
“How we gonna get out there?” Al shrugged and danced away.
“Did I tell you about Lez?” I said when Al came back round.
“Nah, what’s that pizza face been up to now?” I looked around making sure no one on the empty street could hear me and then leaned in close.
“Summer is going out with him,” I whispered.
“What!” Al cried. “No way.” The people working at the takeaways looked over at us.
“Sorry,” Al said. “But his sister is going to marry a Satan worshipper.”
“Nah she’s not getting married,” I said to the confused looking Chinese couple behind the counter.
“How do you know they’re going out?” Al said, turning back to me.
“He turned up at our house and guess what else?”
“What?” Al said, his eyes wide.
“I reckon he’s been hitting her.”
“Nah,” he shook his head, his top lip curled up in disgust.
“I think so.”
“We should fuck him up?” Even though Al sounded confident, we both knew we’d have a hard time taking on Lez.
“Yeah, but Summer likes him.”
“Don’t tell Lui eh, he’ll kill him,” Al said matter-of-factly.
“Yeah.”
“Here’s your chips.” The man behind the counter handed me a parcel wrapped in newspaper. The food was warm and I held it to my body as we walked out into the cold night.
 
“How come Gus can’t see Olive?” I asked Mum. We were eating the fish and chips in her bed. Mum threw one of her chips to the dog who caught it in his mouth.
“After he got sentenced his girlfriend left him, she said he wasn’t allowed to see Olive again.”
“That’s sad,” I said, wondering if it was wrong to have sympathy for the man who just beat up my father.
“Yeah it is,” Mum said. “He lost a whole life in one night.”
“What night?” I asked, pulling a giant piece of fish out of the chips.
“Hey, you gotta gimme me half,” Mum said, laughing as she snatched the fish off me.
Ham looked up at the door and started growling. Someone was walking up the path. I could tell by their footsteps it wasn’t Dad. The deck creaked, and then nothing.
“Who’s that?” Mum asked. Ham leapt up and started barking at the front door. Mum got out of bed with a groan and walked into the hallway, holding the dog by its collar. I followed, my mouth suddenly dry. As we got closer to the door the dog grew and more and more frantic.
“Hello?” Mum said. But there was no answer. Then we heard the deck creak again and someone walking back down the path. Mum opened the door. A man got into a green car across the road. It started up and pulled away.






The Square
“I wanna make a film where a boy has a dog and the dog can talk and like knows heaps of shit.”
“What kind of dog?” I asked Al. It was Tuesday afternoon and we were meant to be watching Lui breaking down at Aotea Square. But I’d stopped to play Badlands at the Williamson Ave dairy, and now we were late.
“I don’t know, a cool dog, not like your one,” Al said, walking so fast I had to jog to keep up.
“Like a dog with sunglasses?” I said, making Al crack up.
“And like you know how dogs can hear shit that humans can’t,” he continued. “It can hear messages from outer-space and they have to stop aliens.” We took a left onto Ponsonby Road.
“Wish I had that camera, I’d make a movie,” Al said as we walked past the dairy. I grabbed two oranges from the fruit stand, without looking and passed one to Al.
“Smooth,” he said.
“Dad taught me that,” I said, peeling the fruit and throwing the peel onto the road.
“Is he back?”
“Nah.”
“Where you reckon he goes?” Al asked, throwing the orange in the air and catching it.
“Getting pissed somewhere.”
“Fucking dads, eh.”


 
Al took a right down Franklin Road. I hurried after him. Ponsonby was changing. Only a few years ago it was as rundown and crazy as our neighbourhood. Now every time we came here there were more flash cars and renovated houses.
“Far, look at that place,” Al said, staring up at a house with an extra storey built on it.
“I wonder who lives there?”
“White people,” Al said, shoving me. “We used to live down that street,” he pointed towards a narrow road leading down a steep hill, “before Mum left.”
“Where’s she now?”
“Dunno. Maybe in Aussie. Maybe . . .” he trailed off. “If we find the gold I want to get a detective to look for her.”
“Like Sherlock Holmes?” But Al didn’t say anything.
I could see by the look on his face that the night was swirling around him.
“Look at this car,” I said, slapping the bonnet of a BMW, setting off an alarm. Al laughed as we ran down the tree-lined streets.
At the time, how could we have known that this was the start of a wave that would wash everyone we loved out to sea.
 
The square was filled with sick-looking seagulls and a few homeless people. They were building an event centre on one side. Queen Street, a river of exhaust fumes, was on the other. In the middle of the square thirty-odd teenagers formed a circle. Everyone wore tracksuits and Adidas stubbies. Cardboard covered the seagull shit and concrete in the centre of the crowd. A boombox was playing loud breakbeats with robot voices over them. The teenagers took turns stepping into the circle and breakdancing, limbs spinning and twisting in time with the music.
We pushed through the crowd looking for Lui. He was standing on the edge of the circle with Kale and Fortune. They were watching a kid around our age. He had black hair tied into one long plait that flew out behind him as he spun around on the cardboard. Every time he pulled off something cool the crowd would cheer and clap.
“Hey,” Al said when we reached his family.


“Yous gonna dance?” Fortune asked, laughing.
“Yeah, Obi can do a mean headspin,” Al said.
“Shhh,” Lui snapped, staring at the kid. He did a windmill and then stepped out of the circle. Lui took a deep breath. It was his turn.
 
He started top rocking, moving back and forth with the beat. Most of the crowd was clapping along. Lui threw his left leg behind his right knee and dropped down onto the cardboard. Leaning back on one arm he stepped back out of the knee drop and started dancing in circles.
“That’s the six step,” Al said, leaning over. Lui stuck one leg out in front and started spinning around. Everyone cheered.
“He’s got real good eh,” I said to no one in particular. Lui lifted himself up with his head on the ground and his feet in the air and held the pose. Everyone lost it. Then he leapt to his feet and danced back over to us. The next dancer moved into the middle of the circle. Lui stood next to me out of breath.
“That was ace,” I said. Lui wiped his face with his T-shirt.
“Can yous go get me a drink?” he said, pulling out five dollars and handing it to Al.
 
“Man, your brother’s cool eh,” I said. We were walking back across the square from the dairy.
“Yeah he’s ok,” Al said. He was carrying Lui’s can of Coke.
“I wish—” Something smashed in front of our feet. Glass flew everywhere. I covered my face. When I pulled my hands away Lez and two of his mates were walking towards us. It was the tall one from the spacies parlour and another guy I hadn’t seen before. Pieces of broken glass lay all around us.
“Look who it is,” Lez said in his whiny voice. They were standing in between us and the circle, which was about fifty metres away. I wanted to yell out but no one would hear us over the music.
“Told you I’d see you around,” he said, the three of them advancing on us. I glanced behind me. There was just the seagulls and trash. Nowhere to run to.
“Fuck you pizza face,” Al said, puffing himself up. But I knew he was scared. I felt like my stomach was trying to climb into my legs. The fear got my thoughts racing.
 
“Pass me Lui’s drink,” I hissed at Al.
“What?” Al said, both of us walking backwards.
“Just do it.” Al handed me the can. I reached back and threw it. The Coke soared over Lez and his loser mates and landed right in the middle of the circle. It burst open, spraying everyone with Coke. I was admiring my handy work when Lez grabbed Al by the throat.
“Leave ’im,” I yelled, running at him. There was a dull thud on the side of my head. Everything flashed white. When the colour came back into the world I was lying on the concrete amongst the broken glass, the tall guy standing over me. He looked unsure of himself, like maybe things had gone further than he expected.
Lez still had his back to the dancers so he couldn’t see Lui running up behind him. Lui grabbed Lez and threw him off Al. Lez cowered at first, but when he realised Lui wasn’t going to hit him he got in his face.
“What’s wrong pussy?” he said, his two mates walking up behind him. I held my breath hoping Lui’s self-control would hold, that he wouldn’t punch Lez. Because as sure as a hangover follows a good time, that fuckwit would call the cops.
 
I didn’t see what hit Lez in the face. Not at first. Something just flew out of nowhere and bounced off his acne-covered skin.
“Get the fuck out of here,” Fortune screamed, marching over with one shoe on. Kale followed behind her. Lez was rubbing his face where Fortune’s size eight Reebok had hit him. She shoved the dumb bastard, sending him stumbling backwards.
“All of yous fuck off,” she yelled. And Lez looked like he might put up a fight for a second but then he retreated with his mates towards the seagulls, the three of them looking sheepish. Fortune picked up her shoe and waved it threateningly at the three dickheads. But Lui just eyeballed Lez. And I hated that bully more than anyone else I knew to that point, but the way Lui was staring made me scared for Lez.






The Bone
When Dad came back he didn’t have presents this time. Just a black eye and the stink of bad sleep. Mad Sam was with him. And even though Sam was a liability on a good day, I was glad Dad hadn’t been alone the last few nights. After you get a hiding you need to be around people. Even if they can’t keep you safe. Mad Sam had a giant bone with him when he walked into the house.
“It’s a rib,” he said, holding it out to me. It was as long as Sam’s arm and looked heavy. I ran my fingers along it. It was rough, like the concrete in the school playground.
“Is it from a dinosaur?” I asked. Sam and Dad laughed.
“No sir, it’s a whale bone,” Sam said, placing it on the kitchen bench.
“We gonna sell this for a lot of money son,” Dad said, tapping the bone with one of his tobacco-stained fingers.
“Who’s going to buy it?” I asked.
“The black market,” Sam said. “Big demand for whale bones.” I tried to picture a market like the one in Avondale. Rows and rows of stalls selling whale bones.
 
“Where you been, Dad?” I asked, following him around as he went through the cupboards in the hallway.
“Here and there,” he said, pulling out a shoebox box full of junk. “There’s got to be a pen in here somewhere,” he said, rifling around in the box.
“You’re ok though?” I asked.
“Yeah of course,” he said, stuffing the box back into the cupboard. “Anyone seen a pen?” he yelled to no one in particular. Normally when Dad returned it felt like a celebration. There was a feeling of relief in the air. But that day I was frustrated. And I wanted to ask Dad, “how come you get to run away? The rest of us stuck here, putting out the fires you started.” But he’d found my special pen Grandma brought back from Australia and was hunched over the kitchen table, scribbling on a napkin. The pen had four different colours. The green one didn’t really work anymore but no one ever wrote in green anyway. When he was done, Dad stood in the middle of the kitchen. The napkin in one hand and the bone above his head in the other.
“The Bone
God made Adam a wife from rib bones and lust
Or so the book says
But this bone is no woman
ghost of a dead beast beached
On the blacksands
That ring these islands
Like a black eye
That rings the sun
On the face of a drunk
Guts full of piss and bad luck
God saved Jonah
kept him safe in the belly of a whale
Or so the book says
But French James Bond
blew up the vessel
That was going to save the whales
And now whale bones
sleep lonely
And the pacific ocean glows neon
And god is nowhere to be found”


“You ever read the bible?” Mad Sam asked when Dad had finished.
“Not if I can help it, don’t need to be told how to live by some 2000-year-old prick.”
“Just feel like you could do with some revision.”
“You sound like Gus. It’s about whales not fucking Christians,” Dad said, dropping the bone onto the kitchen table.
When Sam and Dad started to forget how to make sense, I went and lay in Mum’s bed. We listened to Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy on the radio. Dad’s laughter kept stomping into the room. It wasn’t until the show ended that I realised my hands had turned into two little rocks. And I laughed too, even though right then, I couldn’t think of anything funny if you put a gun to my head.






The Kingswood
Everyone and their dog wanted to see that whale bone. Al and Lui came over after school. Al had bruises on his neck from where Lez had grabbed him.
“Did you cut this out of a dinosaur?” Al asked, holding the bone.
“What the fuck are they teaching you at that school?” Dad said, shaking his head. He was fiddling with a piece of the car. A grease-stained newspaper covered the table.
“I know where babies come from,” Al said, grinning.
“Oi, shut up,” Lui said, snatching the bone off Al. He held it like a bat, testing its weight.
“What happened to your neck?” Dad asked.
“Fell over,” Al said, pulling his jumper up over the black marks. Lui took a couple of deep breaths.
“Hope you kids aren’t being fucking idiots,” Dad said, wiping his face and getting black grease all over his cheek.
“Come on egg, we got chores,” Lui said, putting the bone down. “You could make some cool shit out of that bone,” he said to Al as they walked down the hall.
“Like what?” I heard Al ask.
“Make a club and give that egg Lez a hiding.”
“Come on, you don’t wanna get locked up cos of that shitstain,” Al said, slamming the front door.


 
Al’s aunty dropped by that evening, carrying a plate of pani popo.
“Is this what everyone’s talking about?” she said, setting the plate down on the table and picking up the bone.
“Did you kill an elephant or something?” She laughed, lifting it up and down.
“It’s from a whale,” Dad said, clearly sick of talking about the origins of the bone.
I got up and started creeping towards the coconut-covered bread rolls.
“Where did you steal it from?” she asked, but Mad Sam just smiled with whatever teeth he had left.
“Don’t you worry about that.” I stood next to the table trying to look like I was interested in the bone.
“You should steal yourself some false teeth,” Aunty said. I reached out and took one of the buns. Aunty grabbed my wrist so fast I dropped it on the ground. Ham leapt off the dog couch and gobbled it up.
“These are for your mum,” she said, and then laughed. “No manners this one.” I slunk back to the couch. Ham came and sat next to me looking pleased with himself.
 
Sam and Dad went out to work on the car. Eventually I was allowed one of the buns. I ate it on the dog couch, fending off Ham. Mum and Aunty sat at the table drinking tea. At first they joked around, making fun of each other’s partners and the rest of the street. Then the conversation turned to money and Mum’s body deflated.
“You should tell him to go work down the docks. Good pay.” Mum snorted.
“God, I can’t even get him to pick up shifts at the factory.” She ripped a chunk off one of the half-eaten buns.
“Just wish I could work.” She dropped the piece of pani popo on the plate and pulled off some more.
“What did the doctor say?” Aunty asked. Mum glanced at me and then leaned in towards her.
“Doesn’t look good,” she whispered.


 
Dad and Mad Sam came in late, their clothes covered in grease and mud. Al’s aunty had left, and me and Summer were watching Miami Vice. The reception was so bad it was hard to tell what was going on half the time.
“Guess what?” Dad said, clapping his filthy hands together.
“You got a job?” Summer said. Everyone but Dad laughed.
“Why the fuck is that so funny? No one else here has a job,” he said.
“You shouldn’t watch this,” Sam said, pointing at the TV. “They can hear you through the screen.”
“I’d get a job if you let me quit school,” Summer said, ignoring Sam. Dad muttered something under this breath and then clapped his hands again.
“The fucking car’s working,” he said. “Let’s go for a drive.”
 
That night we all squashed into the Holden Kingswood.
“What’s all this rubbish?” Mum asked, stepping over a pile of car parts in the driveway. Dad kicked the collection of bolts and pieces of metal to the side. “Don’t worry about that my love.”
Mum, Sam and Dad sat up front. Me, Summer and the dog in the back. It’d been so long since the car worked it was musty inside. Still, it was exciting as we drove down K Road, the lights of the shops flashing past. Turning onto Symond Street, we sped by the old empty buildings, rotting and lonely. I wound the window down, the night air cold on my face as we headed along Mt Eden Road. Dad took a left onto a narrow street that twisted around a mountain. At the top, he parked the car. We all got out, and stood high above the city, where our dreams and loves and disasters were forced to live together.
“Not fucking bad eh,” Dad said, putting his arm around Mum. She smiled, pulling Dad into her. Summer was saying something to me but all I could hear was Mum’s voice. “Doesn’t look good.”






The Birthday
“The birthday boy finally arrives,” Dad yelled, leaping up from the kitchen table as me and Al walked in. Mad Sam and Grandma sat behind him, staring expectantly. We’d stopped at Al’s place on the way home from school. Fortune was studying for a big maths test. She gave me a cassingle of Run-D.M.C.’s ‘King of Rock’ and a Richmond Rovers cap.
“The hat’s from Mum, she said she’ll try and come down after work.” I put the cap on and gave Fortune a hug.
“Don’t let him stay out all night,” she’d said, pointing at Al as we left. “Otherwise I have to throw cold water on him in the morning.”
 
“Here he is,” Dad said as I walked over. He put his arm around my shoulders and gave me a squeeze.
“Gis us a kiss,” Grandma grabbed my shirt, pulling me towards her. I pecked her bristly cheek. She smelt like cigarettes and dust.
“Where’s my present?” I looked around the room. Al had picked up Gus’s polaroid camera, which he’d left behind, along with the rest of his shit.
“Hold ya bloody horses,” Dad said. “Ya gotta help me make the cake first.”
“Stole some tamarillos for ya,” Sam passed me a bag of red fruit.
“Don’t you talk about stealing around the child,” Grandma said, lighting up a cigarette.
“This fella’s heard it all,” Sam smiled at me. I smiled back, ripping open a tamarillo.


“Say cheese,” Al yelled and pointed the camera at us. He clicked the big red button and a square of film slowly edged out. It dropped on the table and everyone gathered around as our world came into focus.
 
Me, smiling, face stained red from the fruit. Grandma behind me with a smoke in her mouth, Sam next to her, showing off his collection of rotten teeth. The room is dark beyond the flash of the camera.
 
“Gonna make a chocolate and banana cake,” Dad said, walking over to the kitchen bench. A bunch of bananas sat there, brown and black like they’d got a hiding.
“Peel them and then mash ’em in the bowl.” I started undressing the fruit.
“Twelve years old eh.” Mad Sam leant on the bench. “Better make the most of having no responsibilities. Soon as you become an adult every bastard and their mum is telling you what to do.”
I got a fork and started mashing the bananas.
“What fucking responsibilities you got?” Dad said, measuring flour into a cup.
“The bloody dole office never stops calling me.”
“Yeah we know, you gave them our number.”
“Got to have a fixed abode to receive welfare mate.”
“Maybe you should get one then.”
“Is this right?” I asked Dad, holding up the bowl of rotten fruit.
 
Dad had to wake Mum up when it was time for presents. She walked in, brushing down her hair with her hands.
 
Everyone around the kitchen table. A small box in the middle wrapped in Christmas paper. Her hair is a mess but she’s smiling so you don’t notice at first. Dad’s peering around one of Al’s shoulders. I’m reaching across the table, towards the box. Behind me you can just make out Mum in the doorway to the kitchen. Like a ghost.


 
“We’re broke so we got ya something practical,” Dad said, passing me the small cardboard box. I gave it a shake. There was something heavy inside it.
“Don’t tell him that,” Mum said, giving Dad a whack on the shoulder.
“Which part?” Mum ignored him and smiled at me.
“Open it up hon,” I pulled the wrapping paper off and opened the box. Inside was a silver torch.
“Can’t be scared of the dark now,” Dad said. I switched it on with a satisfying click and shone the beam of light around the room. It was still sunny outside, but it was always dusk in that house.
“Thanks,” I said, trying to put on the accent of someone grateful.
Sam had a bread bag he kept reaching into, pulling out little pieces of something twisted and black.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“Not for you sonny jim.” He held the bag out to Dad.
“How many should I take?” Dad asked.
“How far do you want to go?” Sam said.
“Not as far as you.” Dad reached into the bag and stuffed a couple of the black things into his mouth.
 
Me, leaning over, blowing out the candles. The white icing of the cake running down onto the table. I can hear that room. Mum’s silent laughter, Dad talking and talking, Grandma coughing into one of her arthritic hands, Al’s heavy steps as he dances around the kitchen, Mad Sam’s handmade wisdom.
 
When Summer came home most of the cake was gone. Not that she would have eaten any. She shuffled into the house wearing a long black coat, an upside-down cross dangling from her ear. Even though I was sure Lez had given it to her, I had to admit it looked pretty cool.
“Here ya go dick,” she said, shoving a rolled-up piece of paper into my hands. She took out a smoke. Her black nail polish was chipped.
“Where you been?” Dad asked. His eyes were wide and he kept looking out into the garden.


“Out,” Summer said, like she was talking to the dog or something.
I unrolled the paper. It was a drawing of me standing at an arcade machine. The game was outlined in pencil but I was all red and orange, the colours mixing together. Like I was made out of flames.
“Wow, this is rad,” I said. “Look, Al.”
“Choice.”
“You weren’t that excited about the torch,” Dad said.
“Yeah, cos it was a bloody torch,” Al replied.
“Who invited you?”
“Him,” Al said, pointing at me. “Your son, who you got a torch for his birthday.” Mum started laughing so hard she had to sit down.
“I love it,” I said to Summer.
 
Lance from the Bacon Factory turned up just before dinner. He gave me five bucks and something cold wrapped in newspaper.
“You shouldn’t have,” Dad yelled from the stove as I unwrapped the newspaper. Inside was a packet of bacon.
“Piss off mate. Can’t deprive the poor child.” Lance gave me a wink. I chucked the bacon on the table and stuffed the money in the pocket of my track pants.
“So this is the bone you fellas nicked?” Lance said, holding up Dad’s latest get-rich-quick scheme.
“We didn’t nick it,” Sam said. “Just rehomed it for a while.”
The oven door slammed. Dad carried a tray over to the table. It was filled with burnt pieces of lamb. He walked slowly, like he was trying not to step on something.
“If you think about it, history is just people complaining about other people being fuckwits,” he said to no one in particular, placing the tray on the table.
“What you on about?” Lance said.
“Want some mushies?” Sam said, holding out the bread bag.
 
Dad, Sam and Lance around a bonfire. Sam and Lance laughing like the flames are telling jokes. Dad staring off towards the garage. Eyes, like two broken hearts. His hair wild. Someone must have been calling to him. Someone dead perhaps.
 
On the back steps with Summer and Al, I watched the night forget its own name. Dad and Sam dragged the old chest of drawers out from under the house, smashed it up with an axe and burnt it by the old washing machine. Mum laughed until she yawned, and then she retreated back to her bed. Even with the fire and friends and family, the dark made me nervous. I kept edging up the steps.
“Put your little torch on,” Summer said.
 
The smoke stank worse than when Feleti’s brothers burnt their rubbish.
“Try not to breathe it in,” Summer said when the wind blew it our way. Dad got up and paced around the flames.
“I need to get some money,” he said.
“Join the fucking club,” Sam said, throwing an empty beer bottle into the fire.
“I told you I could get you some more shifts,” Lance said.
“Nah, I need time to write and ya know . . .”
“Drink?” Lance said, cracking himself up.
“I don’t wanna lose this house.” I looked at Summer but she didn’t react.
“Are we going to end up homeless?” I whispered. A loud bang made everyone jump.
“Stop throwing fucking bottles in the fire,” Dad snapped at Sam.
“Sorry.”
“Whose dog is that?” Dad pointed at a rubbish sack in the garden, next to where Gus had planted the potatoes that never grew.
“It’s a rubbish bag, Dad,” I yelled.
“Did you hear that?” Dad turned to Lance.
“Is it the dog?” Lance said.
“It’s me, Dad.”
“Fucking hell, that dog’s talking.” Dad got up and took a step towards the rubbish sack.
“You’re Dad’s buzzing out,” Al said, snapping a photo.


“Woof woof poetry sucks,” he yelled at Dad.
“Get out of it ya mongrel,” Dad kicked at the rubbish sack. It split open.
“Ahh fuck I’ve killed the bloody dog.” Dad dropped to his knees amongst the cans and old newspaper.
“You remember Pope’s dog?” Sam said, calm, like all this was totally normal. “That beast kept ya on ya toes eh.” Dad looked up at Sam from where he was kneeling. His eyes like two full moons spray painted on his face.
“Pope,” he repeated quietly.
“Who’s Pope?” I asked Summer, but she just shrugged.
“Remember that time he set him on Gus?” Sam laughed. But Dad wasn’t laughing. He sat down and looked at the fire like it was full of burning money.
 
When the fire was dead, the men drank and yelled abuse at one another. Because love doesn’t wear a uniform. Summer stole a couple of beers out of the fridge and left muttering about a gig. I sat with Al at the kitchen table picking at the remains of the cake. Grandma was on the couch, snoring and coughing.
“She ok?” Al asked.
“I guess.” I flicked the torch on, shone the beam of light out the window, down where Dad and that were drinking. Lance tried to grab at the light and fell off his seat.
“Bloody eggs,” Al said. I turned off the torch. I felt heavy, the sugar rush of all that attention leaving my body.
“Only a couple of weeks to the tournament,” Al said.
“I wonder how good the other players are?” I said, rubbing my eyes.
“Not as good as you.” Al handed me the pile of polaroids he’d taken. “I’m going to go crash.”
“These are cool,” I said, flicking through the images.
“Look at that baldy,” Al said, leaning over my shoulder and pointing to a photo of Dad and Lance setting up the fire. Across the road, a man with a bald head was staring at them. I held the photo close to my face but it was too blurry to make out any details.


“Good night dick breath,” he yelled, stomping down the hall.
The front door slammed. I went to switch off the light when my eyes fell on Gus’s bags, still piled in the corner where he’d left them. I thought about what Dad had said, “I don’t wanna lose this house.” I glanced at Grandma but she was far away, dreaming of gin and ciggies. I took a deep breath and then knelt down and pulled out the envelope. I knew exactly where it was now. I’d taken it out dozens of times over the last couple of weeks. But this time I wasn’t going to put it back.






The Mince Meat
Al’s aunty and uncle had an old brown Mazda station wagon. I spent a lot of time sitting in the boot of that car, me and Al, rolling around as Al’s uncle drove us through the city. One time we caught Lui sneaking it out. He’d stalled the car in the middle of Crummer Road and we had to help him push it back into the driveway.
“I’m teaching myself to drive,” Lui had told us. “Wanna go to the breakdance comps out south.”
“If you crash and die, Aunty is going to kill you,” Al had replied.
 
Sometimes Al’s uncle would drive us up the road to get a feed. More often than not he’d stop at the pub on the way home. We’d sit in the car eating and talking shit, until he either stumbled out or we got bored and walked home. His uncle worked down at the docks. He never said much, but he was kind, in a sleep-deprived way. If he wasn’t working or hitting the heavy bag, he’d be lying on the couch, watching Westerns. Al would rent cowboy films for him and make copies. When I think back to that house, there’s always a soundtrack of gunfire and horses to my memories.
 
The day after my birthday me and Al went in search of a Ghost and Goblins machine. Something must have gone down in the neighbourhood because there was cops everywhere. Back then, they loved stopping us to ask riddles.
“How’s ya day? Where ya going? What’s in ya pockets?”
So we had to cut down side-streets, avoid main roads and stick to the edges of parks.


 
“You reckon they can cure real sick people?” I asked as we walked down Warnock Street.
“Yeah, remember when Lui had measles he got better.”


“True.” Lui had broken out in spots last year. Everyone called him pimple face but then he got really sick and ended up in hospital.
None of the dairies or fish and chip shops in Westmere had the game. Point Chev was a deadend too. We spent the five dollars Lance had given me playing Donkey Kong at a takeaways that smelt like burnt oil. But it was boring compared to the newer games.
“Fuck let’s go home,” Al said before I even used up all my lives.
“We can’t, they’ll know we wagged,” I said, leaping over a fire ball.
“Come on this sucks,” Al said, kicking the cabinet.
 
We abandoned the game and began the trek back to Grey Lynn. I stole a couple of pies from the gas station and we ate them in the park, studying the map and killing time until we could go home.
“Wish I knew what these symbols meant,” I said, staring at the piece of paper laid out on a picnic table.
“I reckon the trees are trees,” Al said, his mouth full of pie.
“Where’s this castle?” Al finished his pie and wiped his hands on his jeans.
“School’s out,” he said, pointing to some kids walking across the field.
 
“You reckon Gus has travelled much?” Al asked as we were walking home.
“Don’t think so. He was in jail for ages.”
“So it’s probably round here,” Al said, kicking a rock down the footpath.
“What do you think the circle is?” I asked.
“A pool?” Al said, starting to sound bored.
“You think it’s Dad’s money?” Al shrugged again.
“What’s going on there?” he said, kicking the rock into the side of the rich cunts’ car.
 
Lui, Kale and Al’s uncle were unloading boxes out the back of the station wagon.


“What’s all this?” Al asked. Lui put one of the boxes on the footpath and ripped it open. Inside, it was filled with soft drinks: Fanta, Coke, 7UP. Al pulled out one of the cans. It was slightly dented, the colours faded.
“From the docks,” Lui said, picking up the box. “Sea water got into ’em.” A cop car sped past with its sirens on.
“What’s up with all the pigs?” Al asked.
“Someone saw that dude who broke out of jail up at the shops,” Kale said, going through a box of cans.
“Gis one,” I said, reaching for a Coke.
“Here,” Al’s uncle said, handing me a whole box.
“Let’s go watch that breakdancing movie,” Al said, as we hurried inside with our water-logged soft drinks.
 
That night I ate dinner with a blanket wrapped around me. Dad was using the heater as a seat to keep warm.
“I fucking love mince,” Dad said, the grey meat drowning the slices of bread.
“That’s good because it’s all we can afford,” Mum said, staring at Dad.
Ham sat under the table growling at me.
“Stop annoying the bloody dog,” Dad said.
“I’m just looking at it.” I pulled my legs up onto the seat.
“Well stop, he doesn’t like it.”
“It’s because he attacked you,” Summer said. “Now he thinks he’s the boss.”
I threw some mince to the dog as a peace offering but he didn’t eat it.
“Even the dog thinks it’s gross,” I said.
“It’s mince or nothing,” Dad replied.
“Don’t forget I got my cultural group performance on Monday.”
“Ahh yeah,” Dad said. I could feel both Mum and Summer staring at me, like I was one of those cancer kids on the TV ads.
“At Samoa House at seven,” I added. Dad nodded and I drank the slightly salty can of Fanta while the dog continued to growl at me.
 
By the time I went to bed I’d had three Fantas and a Coke. The blood raced around my body. My lamp was on even though I was too wired to read.


Outside the street was yelling. I couldn’t make out the words, just the anger in its voice. The door flew open and Dad stumbled in.
“Where’s ya birthday torch? Think I dropped my keys in the backyard last night.”
“Over by my school bag.” Dad grabbed the torch.
“Who’s Pope?” I asked. The expression that washed over Dad’s face was one of pure fear.
“What?” he said, like the word was stuck in his throat.
“You were talking about his dog last night.”
“He’s, umm,” Dad stopped talking and fiddled with the torch. “Don’t ya worry about him, he’s locked away for good,” he said, and then left without closing the door.






The Cultural Group
“What you doing out here this late?” Mad Sam asked. He sat down next to me in the bus stop. A car drove down K Road, spraying rainwater at us. The streetlights shone off the waterlogged tarseal. A reflection of the night sky. I pulled the lavalava down over my head to hide my face.
“Where’s your mum?” I just stared at the footpath. I didn’t feel like talking about it.


 
That Monday I’d left the house around 5.30pm. Mum and Dad were watching the news. The two spies were being led into a courtroom. They looked pretty gutted.
“Remember to come and see me perform,” I called out from the doorway.
“Of course love,” Mum said, turning and smiling at me. Dad kept watching the tiny TV.
“Dad, you’re coming eh?” I said. Mum elbowed him in the ribs.
“What?” he said, still staring at the screen.
“The child’s worried you’re going to miss his dance performance.”
“Nah, fuck, we’ll be there son,” Dad said, finally turning around and giving me a wink. And for a split second there, I felt like it was just me and Dad in the whole world.
 
We all met up at Room 2 to get ready. The school didn’t have a bus so we walked to Samoa House. Dennis carried the long wooden drum. Mr A didn’t have favourites, he seemed to hate kids, but if he did it would have been Dennis. Not that it stopped him from beating him. One time he picked him up by his neck and slammed his face into the blackboard. He dropped the sobbing boy on the ground and then continued teaching. Dennis lay there, blood running out of his nose. And all Dennis had done was laugh while Mr A was talking.


 
Cars drove past and beeped at the procession of kids, all forty of us wearing red lavalava. Mine kept coming undone. I fell behind trying to do it up.
“Hey,” Mr A snapped from the front of the kids. “Hurry up.” Al dropped back to help me.
“Jeez, what you done?” he said, undoing the giant knot at the front.
“Stand still.” He held the lavalava out and deftly folded it around me, tucking the piece of cloth in on itself.
“Thanks,” I said as we jogged to catch up with the others.
 
Samoa House was shaped like a traditional fale, hidden amongst the shops and offices of K Road. From the front it blended in with the other buildings but if you walked down onto Beresford Square, the dome-shaped roof stood out amongst the rust-streaked highrises. Inside, thick wooden beams ran across the high roof. The walls were lined with mats made out of woven flax. It was the kind of building that stole your breath a little the first time you entered.
 
All the kids stood in the corner of the fale by the door to the kitchen where some of the teachers and parents were cooking chicken and pots full of chop suey. The families were all seated, chatting and laughing, younger kids chased each other between the chairs.
“That food smells good,” Al said, while I paced in circles. The practices had been fun, but being here in this packed room I felt out of place.
“I need to piss,” I said. Al shook his head.
“We’re on soon bolo.” I ran to the toilets and tried to pull the lavalava aside but it ended up coming undone. I slung it over my shoulder while I pissed. I was trying to tie it up the way Al did when I heard the drums start. The cultural group was seated on the floor when I burst back into the room. I made my way over and sat down, trying to ignore Mr A glaring at me. I glanced around figuring out where we were up to.
Dennis yelled out “tulolo” and everyone clapped. “Nofo” we all called back. “Sauni” and Dennis started hitting the drums harder.
 
When the sasa ended, Dennis changed the rhythm and everyone stood up. This dance was more interpretive, or at least I didn’t really know what I was doing. I kept looking at Al, copying his movements. Parents started walking over and tucking money into the lavalava of their kids. Every time I moved my hips I could feel my lavalava getting looser. I kept twisting the ends of it hoping it’d stay up. And then I saw Mum step out of the crowd. She smiled as she moved towards me. I tried to shake my head as she reached out with a five-dollar note. But she didn’t notice, and as she tucked the money into my lavalava the whole thing fell to the ground and I was left standing there in my Rendells undies. The laughter moved through the audience and at first the dancers didn’t understand what was going on. By the time they noticed, I was trying to get the piece of cloth tucked in again. Al walked over laughing.
“Far you’re useless,” he said, quickly tucking it in.
 
After we finished I pulled on my track pants and searched the crowd. I spotted Mum near the front. Her sickness gave her an unreal quality, like she was one of the cardboard cutouts up at the video store. She made herself smile as I walked over.


“That was so good hon.”
“Where’s Dad?” I asked. Mum went to say something and then stopped. Her eyes let go of mine.
“I don’t know,” she said quietly. Al’s aunty appeared, throwing her short stocky arms around Mum.
“Nice undies,” she said, reaching out and squeezing one of my cheeks. “Should’ve known there’d be some stripping. Old K Road eh?” Mum laughed again even though I could tell she felt bad for me.
“Hey, did you see Terrence is here?” Aunty said to Mum.
“No way, where?”


While Mum and Aunty looked for their friend, I began walking. My feet just started moving on their own, pulling me through the crowds of families and other kids. Past the kitchen where people were dishing food onto paper plates. Past Mr A who looked like he’d be happy to slap the shit out of me if all these people weren’t here. Past Al eating chicken with Dennis and the rest of the boys. Past all that love and laughter, out the emergency exit onto Beresford Square. It was raining. I wrapped the lavalava around my head, and made my way up onto K Road, and sat at the bus stop not sure what else to do.
“What you doing here?” Mad Sam asked.
 
“Where’s Dad?” I asked. Sam shifted in his seat. Like he was trying to get comfortable but could never quite find the right position.
“He’s off on one of his quests,” Sam said. He stood up and then quickly sat down again. Dad’s bloody quests, to get pissed or go stealing or entertain a room full of people he barely knew. And maybe it was all the practice I’d put into the cultural group, or the fact it was past my bedtime but I felt so exhausted with Dad and all his shit.
“I hate him.” My voice sounding like someone else.
“Come on now,” Sam put his hand on my back. I shrugged it off but he put it right back there.
“He loves you. But we all got our bad talents eh.”
Old Sam, he could be wise on occasion, the way a beating could sometimes mean justice.






The Clinic
People were dying, you could feel it in the air. Mum read her book, waiting for her name to be called. She’d walked up and got me after school. I knew she hadn’t wanted to bring me here, but Dad and Summer were out, and since the fight she was a bit funny about me being home by myself. The old woman next to me held out a barley sugar in her trembling hand.
“Want one dear?” Her voice like a creaking door.
“Thanks,” I said, taking the lolly from her.
“I’m worried about my Gerald,” the old woman said.
“What’s wrong with Gerald?” I asked, unwrapping the lolly and throwing the plastic on the floor.
“They keep saying to come back,” she said. “But they don’t tell us anything.” A nurse walked out and called Mum’s name.
“Stay here,” she said, putting her book into her bag. “Won’t be long.” She slowly lifted herself off her seat and walked down a hallway not much wider than her.
“Would you like another barley sugar?” the old woman asked, holding out her hand again.
Mum was gone for a long time. I sat there, sucking on the barley sugar. Gerald came out, the old woman got up, and they shuffled off together. She turned and gave me a wave as they walked towards the exit. And then all there was to do was watch people come in and out of that narrow corridor, learning the temperament of their fates.


 
Mum looked like she’d been crying when she came out.
“Are you hungry?” she asked as we waited for the lift.
“Yeah.”
“Let’s go get a sandwich.” We stopped at the hospital cafeteria. It was mostly empty. A man in front of us was arguing with the woman behind the counter.
“This coffee is too hot,” he said, holding his cup.
“Just wait, it’ll cool down,” the woman said in a monotone voice. The man stared at her and then left the coffee on the counter and walked out.
“Sorry that man was so rude to you,” Mum said to the woman.
“People aren’t their best in here,” she replied in the same monotone, handing Mum a ham sandwich wrapped in plastic.
 
Out on the street it was spitting. A cold wind blew up from the harbour. Mum opened her coat and held me to her. I was embarrassed, but it was too freezing to worry about how I looked. We sat at the bus stop. Mum handed me half the sandwich. She ate hers staring into the winter’s afternoon.
“What did they say?” I asked.
“Nothing much,” she said. But I knew she was lying. She had been gone for what felt like an hour. There must have been some words to fill that time.
“Do you have any books on castles?” I asked.
“I don’t think so, why’s that?”
“Are there castles in Auckland?” Mum smiled for the first time that day.
“No hon, we don’t have that kind of history here.”
“Are you sure?” I asked. There was no way the map was of Europe so there had to be something.
“I mean there’s the battlements in Devonport.” I was about to ask what a battlement was when the bus pulled up.
 
Dad was cooking sausages in his Y-fronts and a red Swanndri. Fat spat out and burnt his legs.
“Fuck it,” he hissed, dancing around the kitchen. “Look who’s home,” he said, hugging Mum. “How’d it go?”


“Let’s talk about it later,” she said. Smoke started pouring out of the pan.
“Shit, the sausages,” Dad shook the pan. “How are you son?” But my heart was still cracked down the middle, so I answered him with a loud nothing.
“Why you look like someone took a piss in ya shoes?” he asked.
“Where were you? Last night?” I said. Dad tossed the pan again.
“Fuck, sorry. I ended up a bit pissed ya know. And Lance, he’s got a new bike. So we were messing around with that.” He tipped the pan of sausages onto a plate. “Time’s a slippery bastard.” Usually I loved hearing him talk, rambling like a dance. But that night all I could hear was the lazy excuses beneath his words.
 
Mum stayed in her room the whole night. Dad went in a few times with food and drinks. I could hear her put on a performance, doing her best to fool him that everything was ok. But it was sad. By the time we ate, Dad was on the wrong side of sober. But even after a six pack you could still feel his worry. And maybe it was the beer talking when he told me and Summer “Mum’s not good”.
“What does that mean?” I asked. Summer sighed and got up and left, and Dad just opened another beer. And of course I was worried. But I had the map. And after dinner I got out Mum’s big blue encyclopaedia. I looked up battlements. And right there on the page was a drawing of a castle.






The Shore
We’d come across Rats getting a hiding from Filipo in the park.
“We should help him,” I said.
Al, who never liked Rats, sighed. “Really?”
“Yeah come on,” I said, walking towards them.
“Ok ok,” Al said, shaking his head.
“Hey, leave ’im,” I yelled. Filipo looked over at us. He was almost as big as Lui and I was suddenly worried we were about to get a hiding too.
“Nah, he called me insightful in class.”
“Is that bad?” Al whispered to me.
“I don’t know,” I said.
“That’s a good thing,” Rats whined, lying on the muddy field. Everyone stood there staring at each other for a second.
“Say you’re sorry,” Al said to Rats.
“But . . .” he started. Al gave him a look.
“Sorry,” he said weakly.
“Don’t do it again,” Filipo said, marching off across the field.
“You ok?” I asked, helping Rats to his feet. He had a blood nose and was covered in mud.
He started crying. Al pushed me. “See what you’ve done now?”
“We’re going to go to Devonport, wanna come?” I said to Rats.
“Sole,” Al said under his breath.
 
Al hadn’t even wanted to come in the first place. Paris, Texas was screening at the film festival that afternoon.


“You can just watch it on video later,” I’d said, standing in the cloak room at school, which stunk like cleaning fluids and rotten fruit.
“It’ll take years to come out on video,” Al said, stuffing a book into his bag. Back then even blockbusters would take two or three years to make it to the Surrey Crescent video store. And lots of arty films never came at all.
“Come on man, I don’t wanna go by myself.” Al sighed.
“You sure it’s the castle?”
“What else could it be?”
“Fuck,” Al muttered, zipping up his bag. “Alright then, let’s do it.”
 
“That’s the new arcade where the finals are,” Rats said, pointing to some stairs leading down under Queen Street. At the top of the entrance was a sign that said ‘Spaceport’ in big red letters.
“You should pull out,” Al said. “Obi is gonna kick your ass.” Rats shrugged.
“Maybe, still got to beat Lez, and what if he cheats again?”
“Me and Lui gonna be there this time.”
“Either way it’s gonna be close.”
“Not even,” Al said as we crossed the road towards the harbour.
 
The ferry building was packed with tourists and school kids.
“What kind of treasure is it?” Rats asked as we walked through the archway. Even though he was short and frail, he had a deep voice.
“Gold,” Al said.
“We don’t know,” I said. “Could be anything really.”
“I don’t have money for a ticket,” Rats said, doing this weird thing with his hands as we headed towards the ticket window.
“Neither do we,” Al said.
“Well, umm, how will we get on?” Rats’s voice was growing frantic.
“Act normal. Excuse me,” I said to the man behind the counter. He looked like I just interrupted him sleeping. He had a moustache like Magnum P.I., but his face was all doughy underneath.
“Yeah?”
“Our little brother just got beat up and we need to take him home,” I gestured at Rats. The man glanced over at him. He was covered in mud, a black eye was forming under his left eye and there was blood running out of his nose.
“So?” he said.
“Well we don’t have any money eh,”
“You’re meant to all be brothers?” the man said. “Get out of here. Next.”
“Fucking egg,” I muttered as we stepped away from the ticket booth.
“What will we do now?” Rats asked. I looked out to sea. Devonport cut into the sky in the distance.
“It’s right there,” I said. “We could walk over in an hour if it wasn’t for this stupid ocean.”
A guy in a white shirt pulled up the gangplank and walked down to the front of the boat.
“We got to jump,” I said as the engines of the boat started up.
“Are you nuts?” Al said.
“We can make it.” I started jogging towards the ship. “Just got to hit the jump button at the right moment.”
“Umm, guys.”
“Shut up, Rats,” Al said, starting to run behind me. We picked up speed as the boat began to pull out of the wharf.
“Hey!” the guy at the ticket booth yelled.
“See ya!” I yelled, leaping onto the back of the boat. Al landed next to me with a thud. I looked back at Rats, who was still running alongside us. The wharf ended just up ahead of him.
“Jump!” I yelled.
“This guy,” Al said. Rats closed his eyes and leapt. He mistimed the jump, his body slamming into the back of the boat. He managed to grab hold of the railing. Me and Al got his arms and pulled him on board. We all lay on the deck for a minute.
“I think I pissed myself,” Rats said.
 
The ferry was made out of rust and rotting wood. Every time we hit a wave the whole boat would lurch to one side.
“Is this thing safe?” Rats asked.


“We can swim if it goes down,” I said.
“I can’t swim,” said Rats.
“Yeah me neither,” I said, grabbing hold of the seat as the boat hit another wave.
 
We made our way to the front, clinging to the railing as the boat passed the navy base. The warships rocked back and forth on the swell, out of place amongst the sail boats and villas lining the shore. It was hard to talk over the engine noise, which didn’t stop Rats yelling about his anxieties. The grey water slapped against the ship as we neared the wharf. When the boat docked we got up and staggered towards the gangplank, holding onto the walls for support.
“Do you know where the castle is?” I asked one of the crew when we got to the exit.
“Castle?” he said, giving Rats a concerned look.
“Umm, the battlements?”
“I don’t know. There’s the fort up on North Head.”
“Thanks,” I said.
“Is he ok?” the guy asked, pointing at Rats.
“Yeah he’s just constipated,” Al said, shoving Rats up the gangplank.
 
“I only called him insightful because he pointed out that . . .”
“Don’t call people shit like that,” Al cut him off.
“But it’s not an insult,” Rats said, his deep voice breaking slightly with frustration. We were making our way towards the base of the hill. Rats was drawing a lot of attention. I was worried someone might call the cops.
“I think it’s up there,” I said, looking at the hill.
“What happens when you find the castle?” Rats asked.
“Then we dig up the treasure and we’re rich and we don’t have to go to school ever again,” Al said.
“What will you dig it up with?”
“Stop asking questions,” Al said as we started climbing the hill.


 
Halfway up North Head we came to a round slab of concrete with a cannon in the middle.
“This must be the circle,” I said, looking at the map.
“Where’s the castle?” Al asked. He picked up a stick and started whacking the cannon with it, making the other people on North Head nervous.
“Hey, do you know where the castle is?” I asked a young couple wearing matching yellow sailing jackets.
“Excuse me?” the woman said, her eyes kept darting towards Al who was yelling “Fuck ya” everytime he hit the cannon.
“Ahh,” I said, clicking my fingers, “battlements”.


“Oh that’s those bunkers,” the man said, pointing to a small concrete structure covered in graffiti.
“Kefe,” Al yelled, whacking the cannon, making the stick snap in half.
 
We stood in front of one of the bunkers. It was dug into the hill. I peered inside. The floor was filled with water and trash.
“This isn’t a fucking castle,” Al said.
“Can I see the map?” Rats asked. I handed him the piece of paper. He kneeled down and unfolded it.
“These roads are the key,” he said, pointing at the network of lines.
“There’s roads everywhere,” Al said. “Look there’s a road, there’s a road.”
“But you need to find ones that match the patterns on the map.”
“I just want to get a camera,” Al said, sitting on the wall of the bunker.
“But, what about if this is the circle?” I said, desperately pointing over towards the cannon.
“Look at the distance from the castle. This would mean it’s right on top of it,” Rats said, pressing one of his muddy little fingers on the map.
“And where’s all the trees? I’d say this castle is near a wooded area.” Rats said. I suddenly felt heavy, and sat down next to Al.
“Wild goose chase,” I said. Al folded his arms on his knees, resting his head on top of them.
“How are we getting home?” Rats asked.


 
“Did you find the castle?” The crew member asked as we made our way down the gangplank.
“We lost our tickets,” I said. The guy waved us on and we dragged ourselves to the rear of the boat. The water was calmer on the ride back into town. No one said much as we watched Devonport disappear on the horizon along with our dreams of treasure and brand-new lives. Me and Al kept our distance from Rats, who stank of piss. By the time the boat docked it was rush-hour. Queen Street was crowded with cars and people all trying to get home. As we joined them I did my best to boost morale.
“Don’t worry, we’ll figure out where it is.” Al spat onto the road.
“I’ve had enough of stupid castles and treasure.”
“I read that you have less than a one percent chance of finding buried treasure even when you have a rough idea of its location,” Rats said in his deep man’s voice.
“Shut up piss pants,” Al said and we went back to walking in silence.
 
It was dusk by the time we got home. When I said goodbye, Al grunted and disappeared into his house. I felt bad for making him miss that French film. He had been talking about it nonstop all week. But he’d be back to his normal self in an hour or two. At least that’s what I told myself.
Walking up our path I could hear the phone ringing.
“Can someone grab that?” Mum yelled from her bedroom as I opened the front door. I picked up the receiver.
“Hello?”
“Obi?” A man’s voice said. “It’s Gus.”






The Gig
“Hold on,” Gus said. “Oi, fuck up,” he yelled away from the phone. “Sorry, this place is overrun with kids.”
“Hey,” I said.
“How are you?” Gus sounded tired.
“I’m ok.”
“You been playing your games?”
“Not really, don’t have any money.”
“Look, I’m sorry eh, for what happened. Me and your dad, we . . .” he trailed off. A kid was laughing in the background.
“When you get older, you end up sharing too much of the past with some people ya know.”
“Ok,” I said, not really understanding what he was on about.
“Is my stuff ok?” Gus asked. My hand tightened around the phone receiver.
“Yeah.”
“Good, cos there’s some important shit in there.”
“It’s fine,” I said, feeling the map in my pocket.
“I need you to tell ya Dad something for me, Obi, can ya do that?” I was silent again. Even though I was still angry with Dad, I didn’t want to help the man who beat him up.
“Look mate, I gave you that twenty bucks, you remember? Well least you can do is relay a message for me.”
“Ok,” I said, feeling all hot even though a cold wind was coming under the front door.


“Tell him I’m sorry, he knows how I get. And ask him to call me. Ok?”
“Ok,” I said.
 
“What do you wanna be?” Mum asked. We were out on the front deck watching the evening walk past. When she asked who’d called, I lied and said it was Grandma. She was in a good mood and I didn’t want to ruin it by bringing up Gus.
“When I leave school?” I asked.
“No, like what is it you want to do with your life?” I leaned back on my hands, and stared up at the starless sky. Once, Mrs White said we’ll all be on the dole like our parents. When I told her my dad got kicked off the dole she gave me detention.
“I wanna be rich.”
Mum gave me a push. “That’s not a passion,” she said just as Mad Sam came walking up the path.
“Bonjour,” he said, giving us a quick wave.
“The boy was just telling me how he wants to be rich,” Mum said.
“Why?” Sam asked, sitting down next to me. He smelt dirty, like old sweat.


“I don’t know.” I felt like I’d said the wrong thing. Sam nodded his head.
“The rich tell us to be like them,” he said, shifting around, “but they’ll laugh at you when you try, then wonder why you hate them.”
“I guess I’d like to be an adventurer too.”
“Like me,” Mad Sam said smiling.
“No,” I said.
“It’s all an adventure,” Sam added.
 
Back then my idea of adventure was a mix of video games and the books Mum read me. Like that evening on the deck, if Mum had asked me to close my eyes and picture myself travelling, it’d be all pirates in 8-bit graphics. I suppose you just make up the world from the things around you. All I knew was I wanted to set out and experience a different kind of danger. That wanderlust was unusual in our neighbourhood. When you’re poor it’s best to tether your dreams to reality. Otherwise you might end up in over your head, with the kind of debts you can’t repay with money.
 
Dad came home drunk, carrying a giant bag of flour on his shoulder.
“I got a bloody gig on Friday,” he said, dropping the bag onto the kitchen bench. The noise woke up Ham who started barking.
“Good on you,” Mum said from the couch. “At the library again?”
“Nah, the Gluepot.” Dad cut the sack open with a bread knife. “It’s a fundraiser for Greenpeace. So they can buy a new boat.”
“Be lucky to get a pair of floaties with you lot,” Mum said laughing. Dad smiled and shook his head. He got a bowl out of the cupboard.
“Think I’ve lined up a buyer for the whale bone,” Sam said. “This carver from up north.”
“Brilliant,” Dad slapped the flour sack in celebration.
“Gus called,” I said, taking pleasure in kicking his mood in the guts. Dad glanced at me.
“Yeah?” he said, measuring out a cup of flour, his hand shaking slightly.
“He said he’s sorry.” Mum laughed again, but it was the kind of laugh you make when something isn’t funny. Dad opened the fridge and got out a block of butter. He cut off a chunk.
“And he asked you to call him,” I said. Dad sliced the butter into cubes, dropping them into the bowl.
“He wants his precious things back I reckon,” Sam said.
“You’d be dumb as a sack of hammers to trust him,” Mum said.
“Gus isn’t a bad man,” Sam said, pacing around the kitchen. “He was just in a bad place for a long time.”
“Easy for you to say,” Mum said. “He listens to you.” Dad reckoned Sam always had a way of handling Gus, even when they were all young.
“A calming insanity,” was how he described it.
Gus had been staying with his girlfriend at Centrepoint, a commune in Albany, just outside the city. Two-hundred-odd hippies living on a big plot of land. No one knew much about the place, just that they were all fucking each other and carrying on. I tried to imagine Gus amongst all those hippies. But it was like picturing Dad in a suit.



 
Dad cracked a couple of eggs into the flour.
“There’s worse than him,” he said to himself. Mum shot him a look.
“Don’t,” she said. Dad looked up at her like he was going to say something. Mum held her hand up.
“Don’t even say his name,” she said with a slight shudder.
“He’s locked up, you don’t need to worry,” Dad said. Then the room went quiet for a bit. The only sound was Dad beating the mixture.
“We can go out there together,” Sam said eventually. “It’ll be fine, fun even, an adventure.”
I looked at Mum, wondering who this mysterious villain worse than Gus was.
“I don’t know who I trust less,” Dad said. “Gus or those fucking hippies.”






The Box
The next day Al sat with Dennis and refused to make eye contact with me. Throughout the class I tried to get his attention. But he was busy making Dennis laugh. After school I waited for him at the front gate. He must have gone out the back way because he never showed up. When I got home, Summer was sitting on the deck.
“Locked out,” she said when she saw me.
“Where’s Mum?” Summer shrugged. I couldn’t remember the last time the house was empty. Neither me or Summer even had a set of keys. We sat on the deck, Summer smoking and sighing and me worrying about Mum.
 
“Did you try the back window?” I asked after we’d been sitting there for over an hour.
Summer looked up at me and then sighed again and got to her feet.
“You ok?” I asked.
“Tired,” she said as we walked around the side of the house.
“Do you think we might lose this place?” I asked.
“Would it surprise you?”
“Fortune said we could live there.” I was sure the invitation would extend to Summer. She laughed and put her arm around me.
“I’ll look out for you dummy,” she said. “Ok so how we gonna get up there?”
The window opened out from the kitchen, but it was really high up. No matter how hard you pulled it wouldn’t close properly. Last spring a family of rats were using it as the front door to our kitchen. They ate the bread while we were sleeping. Dad put out poison and they all died in the walls. The house stank like dead rats for months.
“Can you boost me?” I said. Summer linked her hands. I placed my shoe into her palms and she pushed me up. I reached out for the window ledge but didn’t come close. Losing my balance, I fell down hard on the ground. Summer sat next to me.
“Good one egg,” she said as I lay there panting.
“I got an idea,” I said.
 
“Can you reach?” Lui asked. I was sitting on his shoulders, my fingers inches away from the window ledge. I’d offered to steal some of my parents’ weed if he helped us break in.
“Higher,” I said.
“Fuck, I can’t grow taller.”
“This is going well,” Summer said, sitting on the grass smoking.
“Stand up, Obi,” Lui said.
“What?” I said. Lui held up his hand.
“Grab my hand and stand on my shoulders.” I took his hand and awkwardly stood up.
“I’m not wiping ya ass when you break your neck,” Summer said. I reached up and grabbed onto the windowsill and pulled myself up, my feet scraping at the flaking paint. I knew if I didn’t get through the window I was probably going to fall. My grip was starting to weaken.
“I think I’m stuck,” I said.
“Put one hand inside of the window,” Lui yelled.
“But I might fall.”
“You’re gonna fall if you don’t.” I reached my left hand inside the window, knocking the giant bottle of oil onto the floor.
“What was that?” Summer yelled. I ignored her and hooked my elbow on the window ledge and put my right hand through.
“Pull yourself up,” Lui said. I pulled and kicked, dragging myself into the window. I got my torso in and then fell forward, crashing onto the kitchen sink. Dishes flew everywhere. I slid off the sink and hit the floor and lay there surrounded by broken crockery.


“You did it,” Lui yelled.
 
We sat on the deck. Summer was sipping on a hip flask of vodka she’d got out of her room.
“Thanks for helping us break in,” I said, rubbing my back.
“Yeah we’d have been fucked otherwise,” Summer said, passing the hip flask to Lui. He took a swig, trying not to grimace as the vodka went down.
“Where’s Al?” I asked. Lui shrugged.
“Dunno, he’s in one of his moods. Johnny from school’s having a party on Saturday. Wanna go?” he said, looking at Summer.
“I think I got something on,” Summer said. “Maybe.”
“His family have a big house over by the factory, they got a pool.”
“Need a wetsuit to go swimming in this weather.”
A woman walked past with a giant boy in a pushchair. It looked like it was going to break under his weight. The boy stared at us as he was wheeled by and then gave us the fingers. No one said anything for a second then we all burst out laughing.
“Where’s that weed?” Lui asked.
 
I slowly pushed open the bedroom door, half expecting Mum to be in bed. But the room was empty, the air stale, like a fridge that had been turned off for a week. I stepped over the clothes and books covering the floor and opened the wardrobe. Below the old coats and dresses was the golden-syrup tin where Dad sometimes kept his weed. I pried it open with my fingers. Inside were a few buds and some cabbage. I was stuffing the weed in my pocket when I saw the box. It was wooden, about the size of a pack of Weetbix. It had waves carved deep into the lid. I opened it up carefully. Inside there were photos and some newspaper articles, yellow and brittle.
“Oi where’s the dak?” Lui yelled from the deck. I grabbed the box and chucked it in my bedroom.


 
Lui and Summer sat close as they passed the joint back and forth.
“What do you think you’ll do, like after you finish school?” Lui asked. I could tell he was wasted, his words unsteady on their feet.


“That’s a way off. Paint I guess,” Summer said, exhaling.
“I like your art.”
Summer blushed. “What about you?” she said. Lui shook his head.
“What? You’re not going to tell me?”
“You’ll think it’s dumb.”
“You brought this up.”
“I want a family,” Lui said quietly. Both me and Summer turned and stared at him.
“What?” Summer said a bit too loudly.
“Not now but in a few years, get married, kids.”
“I thought you were going to say dancing.”
“You don’t want a family?” Lui said.
“Fuck no,” Summer said, like he’d just suggested she eat a bucket of raw offal.
“Family’s all you can rely on, really.”
“Well my mum’s dying, my dad’s useless and this one is lost in his own world,” Summer said. “So I got to rely on myself.”
“Yeah, well, my dad is in the islands and no one knows where Mum is, and bloody Al can’t keep out of trouble.” Summer looked at Lui and put her hand on his back.
“Sorry,” she said.
“That’s why I want my own family, make it different,” Lui continued.


Across the road a guy dressed like Lez walked past staring at us.
“You get ya eyes for Christmas?” Lui yelled. I laughed but Summer looked worried. She got up and flicked the joint onto the footpath.
“I gotta go do some homework,” she said, walking inside. Lui stood up swaying slightly.
“See ya,” he said, bumping into the fence.
 
I sat on my bed, the wooden box open next to me. The photos were old, black and white, the edges dog eared. There was the same guy in all of them, standing against a wall holding a guitar. He was more pretty than handsome, big round eyes and full lips on a mouth that was always smiling. His slicked-back black hair fell down to his shoulders. I knew I recognised him but I wasn’t sure where from. Then I read the newspaper articles.
Auckland Musician Takes Talent Nationwide
The Auckland Herald, August 25, 1977
After three years of captivating audiences in Auckland, musician Simon Tarr is hitting the road for his first gigs outside the city. With a list of venues and dates spanning the country, Tarr is set to share his talent with music lovers nationwide. Recently Tarr has started to garner interest from record labels, and the future is looking bright for the twenty-three-year-old songwriter.
 
Auckland Musician Missing, Foul Play Suspected
The Auckland Star, February 7, 1978
The Auckland music community is in shock following the mysterious disappearance of 24-year-old musician Simon Tarr. Tarr, last seen after a performance at the Gluepot two nights ago, failed to return home, prompting a frantic search by authorities and loved ones.
The Auckland Police have launched an investigation into Tarr’s disappearance, suspecting possible foul play. Authorities are urging anyone with information regarding Tarr’s whereabouts or any details that could aid in the investigation to contact Sergeant Ellis at the Auckland Central police station.
 
Drug Trafficking Duo Sentenced to Prison
The Auckland Star, May 17, 1978
At the Auckland District Court today, two men, Gus Homes aged 25, and Tony “Pope” Harris aged 30, faced charges of possession with intent to distribute heroin and possession of illegal firearms.


The two men, with suspected links to a local crime syndicate, were arrested after an anonymous tip-off prompted police to stop and search the defendants’ vehicle. This led to the discovery of large quantities of heroin and three firearms.
Northland resident Harris has a string of prior convictions, including a notorious crime spree in 1974, and was handed a 10-year sentence. His accomplice, Mr Homes, received a sentence of 7 years.
Harris is notorious for his involvement in a series of violent crimes, including the abduction and torture of a beekeeper from Kaiwaka, who reportedly owed him money. Additionally, Harris was implicated in assaults on two individuals, with one victim losing an eye as a result of the attack.
Police finally apprehended Harris after he broke into the home of an associate, where he held the family hostage. Despite his initial sentence of 6 years, Harris was released prematurely after it came to light that procedural errors by the police had tainted the legal process.


At the top of the article was a photo of Gus when he was young. I barely recognised him without a beard. The other photo was of Pope. He was bald, with piercing blue eyes. He looked familiar too, but no matter how long I stared I couldn’t place him.






The Fuckwit
The antipsychotics were in a blue pill bottle. Mad Sam left them at our place. Safe keeping I guess. They sat perched on the edge of the top shelf of the cupboards.
“Don’t you ever take them,” Mum said, as if I was some kind of prize-winning idiot. I bring this up because I don’t think Sam was taking them at the time. He didn’t go crazy like people do in the movies. With Sam, when he was off his meds it was like everything got turned up to ten. He would talk in grand statements, elated and furious at the same time. His stealing got worse too.
 
So the whale bone should have been a warning that things were a bit off. But crazy’s all relative when the days are unmoored and the nights show off their teeth. When nothing makes much sense, who’s to say which reality is top of the food chain.
 
But even so, that Thursday, Mad Sam was really living up to his moniker. He hadn’t sat still since I got home from school. He marched around the kitchen, down the hallway then back again.
“Why would they want to live here? They know they’re not welcome,” he muttered, storming past me.
“What’s up with him?” I asked Summer, who was searching the house for batteries for her ghetto blaster.
“He was out on the road before, yelling, and the rich cunts told him to be quiet.”


Dad came out of his room and grabbed Sam by the shoulders. He struggled but Dad held tight.
“Calm down, ya alright mate,” he said, staring into Sam’s eyes. Sam looked back at him and then took a deep breath. When he exhaled, his body deflated.
“That’s it,” Dad said, nodding his head.
 
When the house was finally quiet, someone knocked at the door. Everyone was in the kitchen waiting for Dad to finish making roast chicken for dinner. Bang, bang, bang.
Summer jumped up and ran down the hallway, Ham chasing after her, barking.
“Who the fuck is that?” Dad said from the kitchen bench. He was almost through the six pack in front of him. Sam looked up from the chess set.
“Is it the neighbours?” he asked.
“Go have a look boy,” Dad said.
 
Summer stood outside, holding the door shut with one hand.
“He’s just Obi’s friend,” I heard her say. “Nothing’s going on between us.”
“Who is it?” I asked through the door.
“No one,” she said, her voice sounding panicked. I pulled the door open and there was Lez, his greasy red hair hanging in front of his pock-marked face.
“Hey,” he said when he saw me. I felt every muscle in my body tighten. I was just about to launch myself at him, when Summer grabbed me by my arm. I fell back into her. The door flew open and we both tumbled into the hallway. Ham leapt out the open door and chased Lez onto the footpath.
“Fuck off,” he screamed as the dog bit into his leg. He started kicking Ham with his combat boots. The dog yelped.
“Dad,” I yelled, picking myself off the ground. Sam and Dad came barrelling down the hallway and out onto the street. Sam squared up in front of Lez.
“You leave that animal alone ya fucking prick,” he shouted at the teenager.


“He was biting me,” Lez whined. All his fight was gone now he wasn’t bullying kids.
“Leave him, Sam,” Summer cried. But Sam, he wasn’t playing the same game as the rest of us.
“Get out of here,” he shouted, grabbing Lez by the neck. He might have choked the boy to death had someone not yelled, “I’ve called the cops”.
Everyone looked towards the rich cunts’ house. The man was out on the lawn in pyjamas. Even though it was only eight o’clock and he was an adult.
“I’ve called the cops,” he said again when no one reacted. Sam let go of Lez, who picked himself up and started running down the street. Summer leapt off the deck and ran after him.
“Hey,” Dad said, reaching out for his daughter.
“Fuck you,” she yelled, disappearing into the night.
“This isn’t your home,” Sam yelled at the neighbour.
“But it is,” the guy said to himself.
Dad put his arm around Sam. “Come on, let’s get inside.”
“Want us to believe there’s honour in poverty,” Sam yelled over his shoulder. “Hoping we won’t complain. Fat fucking chance.”
“Yep,” Dad said, leading him back into the house.
“Who the hell was that guy?” Dad said, turning to me.
“That’s Summer’s boyfriend.”
“He was doing a pretty good impression of a fuckwit.”
“Yeah he sucks,” I said.
 
When the cops came, Sam went quietly. I reckon he knew if he made a fuss they’d start looking around and find the bone and the other contraband littering the house.
“Want me to come down the station?” Dad asked as they walked him to the cop car.
“Nah nah nah,” he said, “keep the thingy safe.”
“Will do,” Dad said.
We watched the cop car drive down the street, taking with it the only person who knew how to work the controls for Gus.






The Gluepot
By the time I was old enough to drink, The Gluepot was gone. Replaced with a plastic facade. But for decades the old pub sat on the corner of Ponsonby and Jervois Roads, home to a nightly soap opera, starring all the locals.
The night of Dad’s gig he got dressed in his best black jeans and stole his leather jacket back off Summer.
“You look dapper,” Mum said as Dad messed with his hair in the bathroom mirror.
“Ok I’m off to the Gluepot,” Dad said, kissing Mum for a bit too long for my liking.
“Yuck,” I said.
“It’s love son, nothing yuck about it,” Dad said. “I gotta go get ready.”
“Going to get pissed more like it,” I said as Dad hurried out the door.
“Let your father have his moment,” Mum said, pinching my arm fat. “See you up there love,” she yelled after him.
 
Summer hadn’t come home the night before.
“You know where that prick lives?” Dad had asked me. But all I knew was that Lez stayed on the other side of the park somewhere. And besides, I wasn’t in the mood to be answering none of Dad’s questions. After the cops took Sam away, Dad kept drinking. I went into my room and tried to convince myself everything was going to be ok.
 
When Summer turned up after school that day, she moped into the house like nothing had happened. She had new Doc Martens on.


“How’s ya boyfriend?” I called out as she shuffled past my room.
“Like you fucking care,” she snapped.
And she was right, I didn’t give a shit about him. But I did care about her. And Dad, he was too busy getting ready for the gig to ask questions. Mum had been so tired she slept through the whole thing. I thought it best not to drape any more worry on her shoulders. But maybe if I had, things would have played out differently.
 
The streetlights came on as we walked down Douglas Street. The night hung cold around us. There was no bus to Ponsonby and Dad had taken the car, so we were walking up to the pub. We had to keep stopping to let Mum find her breath.
“Art school?” she said, sitting on a low stone wall, her hands on her hips. She’d asked Summer the same weird question as me.
What do you want to be?
“Yeah, I want to be a painter. I think,” Summer said, staring up Douglas Street towards the traffic on Ponsonby Road.
“Your dad hasn’t put you off the creative life?” Mum asked, standing up with a groan.
“The art teacher at Seddon said you can make a living,” Summer said, as we started towards the lights and cars.
“I don’t suppose it makes much difference,” Mum said.
“What?” Summer said.
“How you choose to spend your life,” Mum said, hugging her daughter. “It mostly gets decided for you.”
 
When we got to the Gluepot, Dad was drinking in the public bar. One of the only white faces in there, he was half the size of all the other drunks. Mum told us to wait outside. Through the window, we watched as she parted the sea of people, mostly men in work uniforms and cheap dress shirts. Mum waved to a few familiar faces and then stood next to Dad talking. I don’t think he was ready to leave but Mum gave him a look and he finished his beer and followed her out.
“The kids eh,” he said as he staggered out the door.


“You ready, Dad?” I asked, but his eyes were floating, unable to focus.
“Let’s go in shall we,” Mum said, herding everyone towards the entrance. Inside, the main bar smelt like wasted time and beer. A woman wearing a nuclear-free New Zealand T-shirt sat at a small table by the door. The handwritten sign said ‘Poetry Live. Koha Entry’.
“You wanna sign up for the open mic?” the woman asked.
“Nah I leave that sort of thing to my man.”
Mum opened her purse and handed over a five-dollar note.
“It’s ok to bring this lot in eh?” she asked, gesturing at me and Summer.
“Yeah, just don’t give ’em any piss in front of the staff,” the woman said, smiling.
 
When we walked in, Simon was standing there with his guitar. It was one of the photos from the wooden box back home. It jumped out at me, amongst a sea of gig posters. Someone had written ‘RIP Simon’ across the photo in blue pen. Mum saw me staring and grabbed my hand.
“Come on love,” she said, pulling me away.
We sat around a high table in front of the stage. I held a tall glass of raspberry lemonade. It made me feel sick but I was determined to finish it. Summer stole sips of white wine out of Mum’s glass. I watched Dad talking to a couple of messy drunks. I recognised them from some of his other gigs. The older drunk, the one with the unkempt beard, was talking to Dad, and Dad laughed in the way he only did when he was out.
Then he gave Dad a slap on the back and climbed on stage. He looked down at the crowd. He had the kind of eyes you get from seeing too much.
“It’s good to be back up here. Been in the bloody hospital the last couple of weeks. Doctor reckons I need to stop drinking. But I told him I’d die if I did that. He says you’re going to die if you don’t stop. So I guess I’m fucked ether way.” The old man laughed and a few members of the audience joined in.
“Anyway, here’s one I wrote in the hospital bed.
“The dog is sick
I can tell by his tail
It hangs useless


Like a deadman
At the end of a rope
I pat him
he doesn’t like it
Tries to bite me
But his teeth are fucked
I’d get him put down
If I could afford it”
“Bloody hell,” Mum said under her breath. It must have been too loud though because the old guy shot Mum a look. She smiled and held her wine glass up towards him.
The woman with the nuclear-free New Zealand T-shirt was up next. She pulled a red notebook out of her pocket, like the ones we had at school.
“Hi everyone,” she said into the mic. A few people said hi back, but most of the crowd ignored her and kept talking.
“This one’s called ‘rainbow’s revenge’.
“The ocean’s tears run deep
The warrior heart ripped open
But you can’t sink a rainbow”
“I’m going to need to get another drink,” Mum said, walking over to the bar. Summer picked up the wine glass and drained the last sip.


“Mum asked me what I wanted to be the other night,” I said.
“Did you tell her a semi-professional masturbator?” Summer laughed at her own joke.
“Why she asking us that?”
“You know why,” Summer said, running out of laughter.
“She seems ok.” I watched Mum order a drink.
“She could barely walk here,” Summer said, looking around the room.
“What do you think will happen?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” Summer said, staring at me. “Nothing good most probably.”


Mum made her way back to the table just as Dad climbed on stage.
“There’s my handsome man,” she said, raising her glass.
 
“Hey,” Dad said into the mic. He took a sip of his beer and then set the glass down on a stool.
“Hopefully you all paid ya five dollars so we can buy Greenpeace a new boat.” A few people laughed. But the crowd wasn’t sure how they felt about Dad yet.
He pulled a folded-up bit of paper out of the pocket of his leather jacket.
“This one’s about my beautiful wife,” and he started to read. At first you could feel the audience resisting. But he slowly reeled them in. Next he did the stealing poem. And then he had them. He was loose up there. He read slow, stopping to laugh along with the crowd or take another sip of beer.
“This one’s about my best mate. They got him locked up right now. For nothing other than stealing and being a fucking menace. Since when was being a criminal illegal.
“crazy is a 10-dollar word for fuck it
It takes a brave man I tell ya
To argue with the day
All day
Every day
My mate Sam
He owns a quarrelsome mind
Thoughts so loud
Can’t hear himself think
So they locked him up
Cos Crazy is contagious
The whole city could catch it
No one turning up to work
Or turning down the volume
Everyone naked


In the streets
Screaming
at the sun”
Another half dozen poets got up after Dad, but he was the star of the show. Afterwards he invited the circus home with him. He was in his element, the house roaring with laughter, music and adrenaline.
And Dad might not have been the best poet in Auckland, but that Thursday night, up at the Gluepot, he’d shone the brightest. From the couch, I watched him celebrate his victory. At one point Dad sat next to me and placed his arm around my shoulder.
“Great night eh son,” his smile blinding me.
And I could feel that anger inside me beginning to melt. But I gritted my teeth to stop it running out all over the wooden floor.
 
As the music grew slow and the voices slurred, I fell into dreams of adventure and escape. I was in the backseat of a car, driving through a forest so thick, there was no sky above us. The whole family were there. And there was a feeling that things had worked out. Then there was a noise outside the car. Was it an animal? I looked around but couldn’t see where it was coming from. The noise grew louder. Then slowly the car disappeared and I was lying on the dog couch. Ham was growling at me.
 
I shooed the dog away and sat up, wiping my face with my hands. Someone was asleep in Dad’s armchair. On the floor, the old poet with the beard was snoring. He had his jacket behind his head as a pillow. I was stepping over him when I saw something by his hand. I bent down and picked it up. The brown leather wallet was heavy. Inside were two twenty-dollar notes. I grabbed one and dropped the wallet back onto the floor. I could already smell the stale piss of the arcade as I raced out the door.






The Rain
“You don’t have to swim, just get in the bloody car,” Dad yelled down the hallway.
“I don’t wanna go,” I yelled back. It was Sunday and I wanted to watch cartoons.
“It’ll be warm in the car.” Dad had a point. I got out of bed and walked into the kitchen. Dad was stuffing food into a black canvas backpack.
“There he is,” he said, pulling me into him. I lent into his bony ribs for a second. Breathing in that smell of tobacco and stale beer. Then I remembered I was angry with him and pulled away.
“You coming, Summer?” Dad asked. She was on the couch looking like the morning had turned up uninvited.
“Nah,” she said.
“Drank too much did ya?” Summer gave Dad the fingers and pulled the scratchy blanket over her head.
 
Summer’s drinking was still funny then, before we knew she had the same thing in her blood as Dad. That disease where every night is a full moon and every drink, the opening sentence to an epic poem. But that morning there was no dramatic music. Just the sound of the dog barking with excitement and Dad hurrying me and Mum into the Holden Kingswood.
 
As kids, me and Summer were forced into the wilderness. Mum always dragged us to the beach and pushed us into the ocean. We’d get thrown back onto shore gasping for breath. Other times Dad would drive to the deadend of nowhere, where we’d wander goat tracks and crash through rivers. There were camping trips, the whole family and the dog in a tent the size of a single bed.
 
We got into the car, with Mum behind the wheel. She usually left the driving to Dad. I don’t know why as she was the better driver. Dad had too much on that mind of his to ever give himself fully to the road. Whereas Mum was always in control of the car. Even though we were doing 120 down the Northwestern Motorway in a vehicle covered in rust, I felt safe. Dad pushed a tape into the machine. The opening guitar riff for ‘Burning Down the House’ came out the speakers Mad Sam had given him. Sam had turned up at 2am yelling and banging on the front door.
“Fuck we’re sleeping,” Dad had yelled from his bedroom.
“Let me in,” Sam had said, out of breath, “I got you a Christmas present.” Even though it was May.
 
The sky was newspaper grey as the man with the weird high-pitch voice sang about things I couldn’t begin to understand. On the horizon, dark clouds hung over the hills of the Waitakeres.
“You think there’s gonna be a storm?” Dad asked.
“Perhaps,” Mum said, turning the shaking car off onto Lincoln Road.
 
The beach was empty. Just us and the birds. Mum let the dog off his leash and he chased the gulls up and down the black sands. Mum and Dad walked slowly, hand in hand past the breaking waves. Cliffs rose up at the end of the beach. The black rock matching the clouds. This wasn’t like the beaches I saw on TV. More like the landscape from a bad dream. I followed my parents, stopping to pick up shells and bits of driftwood that caught my eye. The wind blew sand and my parents’ words into my face.
“Just take Gus his stuff, be done with him,” Mum said. Dad nodded.
“Yeah I guess.”
“Go in the day, while there’s other people around.”
Then Dad stopped and pointed down the beach.


“Look at that.” The clouds had dropped down out of the sky and were coming towards us. It felt like the sky was trying to touch the earth.
“Go tomorrow,” Mum said, pulling up the hood of her raincoat.
 
We sheltered in a cave at the far end of the beach. Dad had packed some bread he’d made and a fruit I’d never seen before. He pulled out his flick knife, cut the black husk in half and then spread the green insides on the bread.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“Avocado,” Dad said, his mouth full of bread.
“Do we have anything else?” I asked, screwing up my face.
“Sand,” Dad said, ripping off a hunk of the thick brown bread and tossing it to me. Outside, the waves and the rain mixed and the world felt like it was being washed away.
“It’s wild out here,” Mum said. “Makes you feel alive.”
 
By the time we got back to the car we were soaked and covered in sand.
“Bet you’re glad you came,” Dad said, slamming the car door. I wrapped an old towel around me that I found on the backseat.
“Get the heater going,” Mum said, rubbing my shoulders as I shivered beneath the filthy towel. Dad leant over and started fiddling with the dashboard.
“This towel smells like dog,” I whined, throwing it on the floor of the car.
“It’s Ham’s towel, mate,” Dad said. “Ya lucky he’s sharing it with you.” Mum laughed as she started the car.
“Let’s go home through Titirangi,” Dad said. “I want to see if the market’s still going.” Mum pulled the car out of the empty parking lot. The rain felt like it was angry about something. Mum guided the car around the twisting road. Every time she accelerated the engine made a loud whining sound.
“Why’s it making that noise?” Mum asked.
“Cos the car sucks,” I said.
“Hey come on,” Dad said, sounding genuinely hurt. “It always makes that sound.”


“No it doesn’t,” me and Mum said in unison.
“Well it does now,” Dad said, turning up the heater.
 
Just as we came to the end of Scenic Drive, I saw it. We pulled through a roundabout with five roads coming off it. And there it was.
“Oh shit,” I said out loud before I even knew I was talking.
“What?” Mum asked. I didn’t answer. How could I explain to her that the big white building we were passing on the right was the castle from Gus’s map.






The Sewage
“Mum, there’s a lake in the backyard,” I yelled, looking out the kitchen windows.
“A what?” Mum yelled back from her bedroom.
“A lake.”
“You better not be talking nonsense,” she said, slowly limping down the hallway. She stood next to me, looking out at the brown water filled with bits of white stuff.
“Oh god, its sewage,” she said.
“Can I go and play in it?” I asked.
“Do you know what sewage is?”
 
The heavy rainfall had made the ancient sewer system overflow. And because we were at the bottom of the hill all the sewage from the other houses had pooled in our yard. A couple of years later the council dug up everyone’s backyards and replaced the broken pipes. The mounds of dirt always made me think of a graveyard.
But for now the rain kept falling and the lake kept growing. By the time Dad was frying up chicken for dinner it was deep enough for Ham to swim in.
“Get out of it ya mongrel” Dad screamed out the kitchen window. But the dog was having too much fun.
The radio played in the background while we ate. They were mostly talking about the rain.
“Auckland recorded its wettest day ever this month,” the radio said in its sleepy formal voice.


“It’s ya Dad’s first day at work tomorrow,” Mum said. Dad didn’t look very happy about returning to the workforce.
“Only for a little while,” he mumbled.
“Where you working?” I asked.
“Just the Bacon Factory,” he said.
“Does this mean we’re not going to be homeless?”
“Who told you we’re going to be homeless?” Mum said. I looked down at the table. Dad held up a chicken breast.
“Better than KFC,” he said. It was pretty good, but we never went to KFC or McDonald’s or Georgie Pie, so I had no idea what it tasted like. It was home cooking, and fish and chips on Fridays. Probably for the best in retrospect but at the time it was torture. The kids at school would talk about Big Macs and Quarter Pounders. I just had to nod like I knew what they were on about. Summer took me to McDonald’s once after we went to see Raiders of The Lost Ark. We sat in one of the booths with a tray full of food. Summer dipped her chips into the sundae. “Sweet and savoury,” she said.
“I want to be like Indiana Jones,” I said, pulling the pickle out of my cheeseburger like Summer had.
“An archaeologist?” I flicked the pickle and it stuck to the front window.
“Nah, like an adventurer.”
“Seems like it’d be stressful to me.”
 
“What happened to the black market?” I asked, enjoying the feeling of catching Dad in one of his dumb schemes.
“The what?” Mum was well and truly lost in the conversation.
“The bone,” I said. Dad shook his head.
“Sam was organising that and . . .”
“Shh,” Mum said, holding up her hand.
“The French Spies Dominique Prieur and Alain Mafart have been charged with murder in the high court today.”
She looked over at the little transistor radio balanced on the windowsill.
“Don’t mess with the Hobson Bay Neighbourhood Watch,” Dad laughed.
“Unbelievable, the bloody French,” Mum said, shaking her head. “There’s going to be a march next week.”


“You up for that?” Dad asked, looking concerned.
“I’ll be fine.”
“Do you reckon they’ll get the electric chair?” I asked.
“We don’t have the death penalty here stupid,” Summer said.
“Why not?” Ham ran into the room and shook himself. Sewage and bits of toilet paper flew all over the walls and our dinner.
“That’s it I’m going to kill that mutt,” Dad said, leaping up. But Ham just danced around him getting more sewage everywhere.
 
After dinner I put on my raincoat and walked up to Al’s to tell him about the castle. I knew he’d still be pissed at me, but I was lonely. It was one thing being angry at the old man, but then having your best friend not speaking to you, it was too much.
Fortune was sitting out front, smoking a cigarette.
“Obi,” she said, flicking the butt into the street.
“Hey Fortune, is Al home?”
“Nah, he’s at the film festival, he’s in a dumb mood. Did something happen?”
“Not really,” I said. For a second I considered walking into the city to try to find Al. But it was pissing down so I stood there like an idiot. Fortune patted the deck.
“Let me braid your hair.” I sat in front of her while her fingers twisted my blond hair into a dozen thin plaits, her thighs pressing into my arms.
“It’s so soft,” she said. “Must be all the nit shampoo.” A slime green car drove past, its tyres spraying out water. Someone had taped a plastic bag over one of the busted back windows. It pulled up outside our house and sat there with the engine idling. Clouds of black smoke pouring out of the exhaust. Fortune stopped plaiting my hair and stared at the vehicle.
“Who’s that?” she said.
“Don’t know.” There was something unnerving about the car, the way it was just sitting there waiting. I felt cold all over even though I was wearing the jumper Grandma knitted me.
“So many fucking weirdos around here,” Fortune said, her fingers dancing through my hair again.


“Do you worry about the future?” I asked, still watching the car. Its brake lights were glowing like two red eyes in the dusk.
“You talking about your mum?”
“Yeah and losing the house,” I said, leaning into Fortune’s leg. It was warm through her jeans.
“I told you, you can stay here with us. Listen to Al farting all night.” The car did a u-turn and headed back up the road.
“There, all finished,” she said, leaning back. I ran my fingers over the tight braids as the green car drove past.






The Gold
The next day at school, Al gave me a raise of the eyebrows and then sat down beside Dennis. The last few days had felt like weeks. When the bell went for lunch Al disappeared into the teeming ocean of kids. I ate my soggy Marmite sandwich on the steps outside our classroom. A group of girls were playing double dutch on the concrete. This one girl Jessie, who was tiny and covered in bandages, kept leaping in amongst the ropes and getting tangled up. She’d go to the back of the line and try again. Each time she’d fuck it up. But she kept smiling and laughing, waiting for her turn. I finished my sandwich and went looking for Al.
 
There was a game of bullrush on the top field. Al stood amongst a dozen other kids waiting for their names to be called.
“Hey,” I said, walking onto the field.
“Hey,” Al replied, glancing at me before going back to watching the game. Feleti and Ra were in the middle. They were walking back and forth eyeing up the group.
“Rats,” Feleti yelled. Rats ran down the side of the field. He was tiny and slow, and Feleti easily caught up to him and dragged him onto the muddy ground.
“What you been doing?” I asked.
“Going to see movies,” Al said, still fixated on the game.
“Dad did a gig.” Al nodded.
Another kid was called. He ran right into the middle of the field. Ra picked him up and dumped him on his head. He didn’t move for a minute and everyone got real quiet. But then he sat up and the game was back on.
“Was there lots of people?” Al said, jumping up and down on the spot in anticipation.
Someone called out Filipo. He was a giant and moved fast. Feleti tried to tackle him but he fended him off, then Ra jumped on his back. He ran halfway down the field before Rats leapt on too and they managed to drag him down.
“Yeah, but he didn’t make any money cos it was a benefit,” I said.
“For what?”
“The boat that sunk.”
“Man, your mum loved that boat eh.”
Dennis’s name got called. He was the best at sports in our school. This wasn’t much of a feat. We lost every match we ever played. We were better known for fighting at the games than winning. Dennis ran down the left side of the field and side-stepped Ra who fell on the ground. Rats went for a tackle but missed and then Dennis stood on his back.
“Mum’s really sick, and I think maybe we’re going to lose the house.” Al looked at me. I was starting to shake again. “I don’t know what to do,” I said, my words trembling worse than I was. Al ran his hand over the back of his head.
Dennis had got past everyone but Filipo who stood at the end of the field. Just before he reached him Dennis dove between Filipo’s legs, leapt up and made it to the other side.
“Bullrush,” someone screamed and we all started running.






The Cult
Dad had blood stains all over his white work uniform. He was sitting in his chair by the heater, the TV was on with the sound down, some old blues music playing on the tape deck.
“What happened to you?” he said, looking up with a start as I walked in.
I had mud all down the front of my yellow T-shirt. Filipo had got hold of me during the bullrush and slammed me hard into the ground. All the breath left my body, and for a long minute I thought maybe I was dying. But then a hand grabbed my jacket and pulled me to my feet.
“No time for sleeping, Obi,” Al said grinning. Blood ran out of my nose, mixing with the mud covering my clothes. But before I could explain all this to Dad, he got up and passed me a couple of Gus’s bags.
“Help me carry this shit to the car,” he said, lighting a smoke off the toaster.
 
The sewage lake had receded but the backyard still stunk. Pieces of toilet paper hung from the leaves of the overgrown trees. The car was parked out on the street. We chucked the bags into the back seat. Dad stood on the side of the road biting his fingers and spitting the bits of nail onto the footpath.
“Mum’s at the doctor, let her know I’ve gone to drop Gus’s shit off.”
“Can I come?” I said. I wanted to make sure Dad was ok.
“No son, that place is full of fucking weird cunts.” I wanted to see Centrepoint, which Gus called ‘the Fucking Farm’. And if Dad called the people who lived there weird cunts, they must be some pretty strange individuals.


“Come on, please?” I was pissed at the old man, but I still wanted time alone with him. Even if it meant accompanying him to a cult to drop off bags to a psychopath.
“I just got home from work, I don’t have time for this.”
“I’ll let you buy me an icecream on the way home.”
Dad shook his head and then flashed that smile at me, the most expensive thing he owned.
“Ok ya cheeky bastard,” he said. I leapt into the front seat. Dad got in and put his hand on the back of my neck.
“But if Gus starts up I need you to keep out of it ok?”
“Ok.” He started the car and reversed out onto the street, the tyres screaming at the road.
 
We drove over the Harbour Bridge listening to the radio. Dad had it on the student station. The music was all the out-of-it shit Summer liked. The DJs talked like they were half asleep.
“Ok that was The Clean and umm . . .” There was a rustling noise, no one said anything.
“Fucking amatuer hour eh,” Dad said, shoving a cassette into the tape deck. Lou Reed started singing about heroin and New York as we left the bridge and headed north along the motorway.
“Is Sam ok?” I asked as Dad changed lanes, pulling past a truck that was slowing us down.
“Nah,” he said. “They got him in the loony bin again.” I suddenly felt heavy all over. They’d been locking Sam up on and off for as long as I could remember. He was a character for sure and probably needed a bit of help, but he was harmless as a pug dog with no teeth.
“What for?” I asked. We were leaving the city behind now. On both sides of the motorway were fields. We passed a handful of cows.
“They got him for that bird he left at our place. Bad fucking luck.”
“Poor Mad Sam,” I said as we pulled off the motorway.
“Yeah poor bastard. We’ll go visit him soon eh.”
“We should break him out,” I said.
“Yeah, or take him a feed at least.”


 
When we got to Albany we turned off onto Mills Lane. A narrow dirt road led to a wooden bridge. On the left was a handmade sign that read ‘Centrepoint’. Trees hid the sun as we followed the road up a small hill. We came out into a clearing and Dad pulled the car over in front of a giant green building. Then he just sat there staring out at nothing.
“You want me to go sort it?” I said after a minute. Dad laughed.
“Fuck ya funny,” he said. “Come on let’s get this over with.” We walked up a path that led into a large field. There was a dining room to our left and straight ahead of us was a long building with ranch sliders. A man in a black skivvy sat on the steps of the building.
“Hey mate,” Dad said walking over. “Gus around?” The skivvy guy smiled, like he knew something embarrassing about me and Dad.
“Hmmm, I don’t think I know a Gus.” He spoke proper, like he was on TV or something.
“He’s staying here, big fucker, red beard,” Dad said. Just then a scream burst from the long building.
“Jesus,” Dad took a step back. Whoever owned that scream wasn’t having fun. The turtleneck guy kept smiling.
“There’s a session going on in there,” he said.
“Ahh yeah,” Dad said. “So you don’t know Gus?”
“No,” the guy said, in his fancy voice. While Dad wasn’t fluent in violence like a lot of people from the neighbourhood, he still had a bit of a vocab, and I got the feeling he might punch this guy.
“Is that Obi?” a woman’s voice cried. I looked up and saw Lena, Gus’s girlfriend walking across the clearing. She was topless.
“She’s got her tits out, Dad,” I said, not knowing if I should look or not.
“I’m not blind son,” Dad said and then sighed as she reached us. She hugged Dad and because he was so short his face got lost in her breasts. I waited with excitement for my hug but she just patted my head.
 
“Welcome, welcome,” Lena said. She had on the same long skirt as when she was at our place. The skivvy guy snorted in amusement, then got up and went in through the ranch slider.


“Don’t mind Rob,” she said. “He’s a creep, aren’t you, Rob?” Rob turned briefly. He wasn’t smiling anymore.
“Is old Gus around?” Dad asked. Lena’s smile vanished and she shook her head.
“Nah, this guy turned up, umm what was his name?” she clicked her fingers. I felt like someone was watching me. I looked around. Two boys, a bit older than me, were staring out of the ranch slider. They had weird eyes, like the poets Dad hung around with, but they were just kids.
“Religious name,” Lena said, still clicking her fingers.
“Pope,” Dad said quietly.
“Yes. That’s him.” Dad’s face melted into fear. “He turned up in this green car. Gus didn’t seem that happy to see him. They’ve gone off somewhere together.”
“Do you know where?” Lena shook her head.
“Said they had business.”
“Dad, I need to mimi,” I said, still looking at the boys with the old-man eyes.
“Where’s ya toilet?” Dad asked, his voice still quiet, like he got home from the pub and didn’t want to wake anyone.
“Up there on the left,” Lena said, pointing.


“Well we got Gus’s shit in the car,” I heard Dad say as I made my way up the side of the long building.
 
I thought about the green car waiting outside our house, and the old newspaper articles from Mum’s box and all the other weird shit that had been going on the last few weeks. Dad knew some dodgy characters, but none of them had sucked the life out of him like when Lena mentioned Pope. When I came around the corner I stopped. In front of me were four toilets, all facing each other. There were no doors or nothing. In the room next to the toilets a man was showering. He was so hairy it looked like he was wearing a woollen vest and undies.
“Dad, there’s no doors,” I yelled. The hairy man turned and looked at me.
Dad held up his hands to show he couldn’t hear me.
“No doors,” I yelled louder.


“Go piss in the bush then,” he yelled back. I stuck my tongue out at the naked man and made my way to the trees at the edge of the field. I was wiping my piss-covered hands on my jeans, when the two boys who’d been staring appeared next to me.
“Who are you?” the older one said. He spoke funny, like his tongue was stuck to the bottom of his mouth. The other boy had buck teeth. It made him look like a skinned rabbit. They both had red hair and mismatched clothes.
“I’m Obi,” I said, looking around for Dad.
“That’s a weird name,” the buck-tooth kid said.
“Why was that person screaming?” I asked.
“Susan’s trying to get unblocked,” the kid who talked weird said.
“She should eat some prunes,” I said. The buck-tooth kid pushed me and I stepped back into the mud where I’d just pissed.
“Fuck up,” he said.
“Yeah don’t make fun of CP,” the other kid said, trying to make himself look big. But they were both around my height. At school I had to fight kids twice my size. I always lost, but it was just something you had to do. Lui always used to say hit first and hit hard. So I punched buck-teeth in the face. He made a high-pitched squealing as he staggered backwards. Then I turned and ran into the bush.
 
I could hear the boys behind me as I crashed through the undergrowth. A fern hit me in the face, ripping the skin off the bridge of my nose. I came to a path that led up a hill. Looking back, I could see the boys were right behind me. At the top of the path was a green house. There was movement behind its cobweb-covered windows. I ran up to the front door. The boys stopped and started walking back down the path. Music was coming from inside. I tried looking in one of the windows but I was too short.
“Hey,” Dad was walking up the path with Lena. “What you doing?”
“Nothing,” I said, walking down towards them.
“What happened to your nose?” Lena said, bending down to get a closer look.
“You should see the other guy,” I said.


“What?” Lena said, confused.


“Don’t listen to him,” Dad said. “Let’s go eh.” As we walked down the path I turned and saw an old man with white hair looking at me from the doorway of the house.






The Fat Boys
“Fuck that went on forever,” I said as we walked up Queen Street. I’d gone to tell Al about the cult and he’d talked me into seeing a film at the festival. But we snuck into the wrong one and ended up watching a three-hour movie about opera.
“This sucks, let’s go,” I kept saying, but Al said he wanted to see how it ended.
We walked past a busker, strumming mindlessly on his beat-up guitar.
“It was funny though,” Al said.
“I guess so.”
Space World was across the road. I stared at the entrance wondering if we’d be allowed back yet. It was five days until the tournament. Rats had told us there was a Ghost and Goblins machine at the dairy on Richmond Road. Me and Al had made a plan to go and check it out tomorrow.
“Where were you today? I came by after school,” Al said.
So I told him about the cult and the screaming and the four toilets all facing each other. Al kept shaking his head and saying: “Out of it”.
“Is it like a church?” he asked.
“I don’t think so, it’s even weirder than church.”
“Shut up, church isn’t weird.”
“Gus’s girlfriend had her tits out.”
“Lies,” Al said.
“And she said that Gus went off with someone called Pope, he’s like a hardout psycho who broke out of prison.”
“Pope?” There was a group of old white people in suits and fancy dresses lined up outside the town hall.


“Yeah, and Dad freaked out.”
“Pope,” Al said again.
“And I punched this kid in the face,” I said, showing Al the grazes on my knuckles.
“Why?”
“He pushed me, well not him, his friend.”
“What happens when Gus finds out you stole his map?” Al said, spitting.


“I don’t know, but I need to go find the treasure soon.”
“Forget about the treasure, let’s go see if your dad’s made any cakes?” Al said when we got to our bus stop.
 
But Dad was out, and there were no cakes. He’d all but given up cooking since starting back at the Bacon Factory last week. When he was home he drank in silence until he fell asleep in his chair, the metallic smell of dried blood filling the house.
Mum was reading a piece of paper at the table when we got in.
“It’s the handsome twins,” she said as I sat down next to her. Al headed straight for the kitchen.
“More like the Fat Boys,” Summer said from the couch.
“Are you still depressed?” Al yelled across the room.
“I am now you’re here.”
“How’s your devil-worshipping boyfriend?”
“Stop bullying her, he’s not her boyfriend,” Mum said.
“Mum,” Summer yelled, getting up off the couch.
“You’re too young to have a boyfriend, Summer.”
“It’s none of your business,” Summer snapped, storming out of the room.
“This is that march I was telling you about,” Mum said, holding up the piece of paper. “It’s on Wednesday afternoon, you boys should come.” There was a drawing of the Rainbow Warrior.
I reached out for the flyer and Mum grabbed my hand.
“What happened?” she asked, running her fingers over the cuts on my knuckles.
“Got in a little striking match,” I said, looking at Al out of the corner of my eye to check that he heard me.


“With who?” Mum let go of my hand and I felt dumb for being a smart ass.
“These Centrepoint kids.”
All the colour ran out of her face. “Did your Dad take you out there?” I looked around but there were no excuses lying anywhere.
“Yeah,” I said, looking at the ground.
“Jesus fucking Christ.” Mum stood up and limped out of the room.
“I guess you better go eh,” I said to Al.
“Can I take this?” he said, holding up an old slice of pizza.
 
I woke up when Dad got home. I could hear him and Mum talking in their bedroom.
“You’re a full-page idiot,” Mum said. She talked calmly, which made everything sound worse.
“He wanted to go,” Dad said.
“He’s a kid, he doesn’t know what he wants.”
“Yeah well, it’s done now isn’t it.” And I might have been a kid, but even I knew that was a stupid thing to say.
“There’s a limit, you know,” Mum said. Then it was quiet for a long time. I knew exactly the look on Dad’s face. He’d be chewing the inside of his left cheek, his eyes looking everywhere but Mum.
“Pope came and took Gus away,” I heard him say finally.
“I thought he was in prison.” Mum’s voice wasn’t so calm now.
“He broke out I heard.”
“What does Pope want with Gus?”
“It’s got to be about the money,” Dad said. “My money.”
“You have to let that go.”
“You’re the one that said we need money.”
“I said you needed to get a job.”
“Well I got one.”
“Do you want a medal?”
“I keep thinking about what happened to Simon.”
And then it went quiet again.






The Plan
Dad was empty when he came back from visiting Mad Sam. And like always, he wanted to fill that void with booze. Sam was back in the Carrington psychiatric institution. They’d keep him there until they got sick of him and chucked him back out on the streets. Then he’d turn up at our place with a bag of weed and some wild stories.
 
A couple of times over the years, Dad took me to visit him in that place. A giant brick building down by Western Springs lake. The hospital stank like bleach and misery. The walls were painted an off-white. And for some reason I always remember the curtains, plastic with a 70’s floral design; something about them made it all seem so much worse.
 
Back then Carrington was where they sent the weirdos who wouldn’t keep quiet. No one gave a fuck if you kept it down, didn’t make a fuss. Then you could do pretty much what you wanted. Long as you kept out of the rich neighbourhoods. But Mad Sam, he was always making a fuss, couldn’t help himself. So for his troubles he got a cell with floral curtains and a choir of screaming lunatics to keep him company. And I knew no matter what happened to me in my life, I never wanted to end up in that place after visiting hours.
 
So that afternoon Dad drank and wrote on scraps of paper. And soon the day left, carrying his sobriety.
“How do you know Pope?” I asked, picking up one of the pieces of paper.


“He’s a dangerous fucking prick I used to work for,” Dad slurred. On one side Dad had written “Some nights aren’t got no sleep”.
“How’d you meet?” I threw the paper back amongst the bottles. Dad looked up and tapped the pen on the table.
“Sam introduced us. Used to spend a bit of time on his farm up north. Scary fucking place that,” Dad went back to his writing. “Him and Gus, they know where the money is.”
“What money?” I asked.
“The money I earnt risking . . .” Dad waved his hand in the air, “everything.”
“What did Sam say?” I said.
“Ahh Sam,” Dad’s face suddenly relaxed. I knew he was back in that visiting room with his best mate. Nowadays, I can understand what it means to have people taken from you. Whether by death or laws or opportunity. But back then I had everyone I loved, right there with me. And Dad’s pain seemed put on. Like he was acting out being a drunk man, with a sick wife and a best friend who couldn’t keep his madness to himself.
“Dad,” I clapped my hands in front of his face. He looked at me, like he was trying to stay in a dream.
“Dad, what did Sam say?” I half expected him to belt me. I didn’t get as many hidings as some. Still, I was pushing my luck. But he just opened another beer, spilling half of it on the table.
“He reckons Gus is coming back with Pope soon,” Dad said, then laughed at a joke only he understood.
 
“I gotta go tomorrow,” I said to Al. We were drinking Coke on his roof. The light from the back deck lit up the yard. Below us, his uncle, Lui and Kale were chasing a couple of chickens. The three men were shadows, pursuing the birds through the long grass. Lui had just got a part-time job. He’d be helping to run the breakdancing class at the community centre after school. To celebrate, one of the chickens was getting the chop.
“Nah,” Al said, watching his family members. “Go after the tournament. I’ll come with you. You need to practise.”


“Gus is going to get his bags back soon and realise I took the map.” The wind caught the tarp covering the hole in the roof, and lifted it up.
“But it’s only four days before the finals,” Al said, pulling it down tight.
“That’s why we should go tomorrow. I’ll still have two days to practise.” Al didn’t say anything. Just stared down into the backyard still pulling on the tarp.
“Imagine if we get the treasure and I win the tournament. I’ll get the computer and save the house and you can get the . . .”
“Camera,” Al said quietly.
“And fix the roof,” I added. Al’s uncle had caught one of the birds and was carrying it by the neck over to the chopping block by the back steps.
“You’re sure it’s the castle?” Al said.
Al’s uncle held the bird down and took the short-handled axe from his son.
“Positive. It’s like Rats said, we just had to match up the roads.” Al smiled and I knew he was getting excited.
“We got to go tomorrow though,” I said just as the axe came down, severing the chicken’s neck.
“Ok uce, but this is the last time,” Al said, as the headless bird ran around, the last of its life pouring from its neck.






The Treasure Hunt
At 6am ‘What’s Love Got to Do with It’ started screaming out the clock radio. I slapped the hunk of plastic three times before the music stopped. I’d already packed some food and the map into my school bag the night before. My exercise books and pens lay strewn around the floor. I looked out of my bedroom and saw Dad in the kitchen, a mug of coffee in his bony fingers. We were meant to be going to the markets before school.
“They got great produce. Get you some apples for your lunch.” Dad always wanted to get there early enough to get a deal, but not too early when his hangover still had teeth. Dad loved bargains. I guess stealing is the ultimate bargain eh. But he was happy to get a discount too.
“Got these gumboots for five bucks.”
“How much do gumboots cost?”
“Don’t know, but a lot more than five bucks.”
 
I waited for him to turn back towards the stove, and then I opened my door fully, tiptoeing into the hallway. I heard Ham stirring in Mum’s room, his collar rustling. If the dog started barking I’d be standing around watching Dad sniff fruit and interrogate the price of flour for hours. I shuffled to the front door and glanced behind me. He was still at the oven, no doubt preparing more coffee. Ham sniffed at the bottom of the door.
“What are you doing?” I heard Mum mutter at the dog.
It was impossible to turn the rusty door handle quietly. I took a deep breath and then opened the door just as the dog exploded in Mum’s room.


“Hey,” I heard Dad yell. But I was already down the front steps and out onto the street.
 
“Wake up you lazy bastard,” I said. Al groaned, pulling a stained blanket over his head.
“You want some breakfast before school?” Aunty asked, standing in the doorway.
“No thanks,” I said, smiling at her. As soon as she turned around I punched Al in the guts.
“Get up.”
“Fuck ok,” he sat up rubbing his face. There was blood all over his hands. He saw me looking at them and grinned.
“I was up all night plucking chickens.”
Al insisted on showering. It was almost nine by the time we left. We had our backpacks on as we made our way up onto Great North Road. It was drizzling. We were soon wet and panting as we trudged up the hill.
“You got bus fare?” I asked.
“Yeah I stole ten dollars off Lui.”
“He’s going to lose it,” I said, spitting. The wind blew it back onto my jeans.
“Not if I come home with a bunch of gold,” Al said, clapping his hands.
Just as we got to the top of the street our bus drove past.
“Fuck, the next one isn’t for three hours.”
“Let’s go home and eat some breakfast,” Al said, turning around.
 
We had eggs and toast at Al’s. Every time I thought all the food was gone and we could leave, Al’s aunty would pile more eggs onto the plate.
“Why aren’t yous at school?” Aunty had asked when we came back.
“Teachers only day,” Al said quickly. As though if he told the lie fast enough it’d make it more believable. His uncle sat at the table, silent, with a cup of coffee and a TAB booklet. For all his vices, Dad never gambled. It was the money I guess, or lack of it. And the crowded TAB shops, full of quiet determined men, and the formality of the races; all that was too close to the straight life for Dad. Or maybe he just knew our family didn’t have any luck to spare.
 
Al was finishing his last piece of toast when Lui came out of his room. He wore stubbies and a red singlet with a local boxing gym on the front.
“Both you boys so lazy,” Aunty said, shaking her head.
“I did my chores this morning,” Lui said, grabbing a Coke out of the fridge. “I was up late with the chickens.”
“What you doing here, Obi?” he said, sitting down next to me.
“We’re going to the museum,” I said.
“What?” Lui sounded like I’d just told him we were going to visit the sewage plant. Al glared at me from behind his brother. Even Al’s uncle glanced up at me.
“Yeah, umm, they have an elephant there,” I said, poking at a piece of egg white on my plate.
“Why don’t you go see the elephant at the zoo?” Lui said. “That one’s alive.”
“Don’t listen to him,” Al said. “We’re just going into town to play spacies.”
“Can yous grab me the Schoolly D tape from HMV?” Lui said, finishing his Coke.
“Ummm,” Al said, looking at me. I shrugged.
“Hold up,” Lui got up and walked towards his room.
“Let’s go,” Al said, yanking me out of my seat. “Bye,” we both yelled, running out the back door.
 
The bus out west shook its way through Pt Chev. We sat down the back, the seat hot from the engine. I kept looking out the rain-streaked windows, expecting Lui to be chasing after us in the station wagon.
 
The village was deserted. None of the shops were open. We only had enough money for the bus home so it didn’t make much difference.
“That’s the building over there,” I said, pointing into the rain. The majestic white building looked out of place amongst the bush and empty shops. It was too grand for that village. Like the time Al wore his church clothes to the spacie parlour. We crossed the road and stood in the doorway of the building. I undid my backpack and pulled out the map.
“That’s where the road forks off,” I said. About 100 metres down the street was the roundabout with the five roads leading off it.
“I wish it’d stop raining,” Al said, looking around the empty streets. A car drove past spraying us with water.
“Kefe.”
 
The crumbling footpath ran parallel with the badly drawn road. Houses sat perched like giant fat birds on the edge of a cliff face. A metal railing separated the footpath from the bush, which stretched for as far as you could see. Occasionally, there was a break in the foliage and you could glimpse the ocean cutting into the coastline.
“It smells clean out here,” I said.
“It smells like I’m fucking wet,” Al said.
 
We came to a fork in the road. On the corner was an empty car park in front of a big stone building. Light shone from the building’s tall windows, cutting through the leaves of the trees surrounding it.
“Which way is it?” Al asked, sheltering under a tree that reached over the footpath. Crouching, I opened the map, covering it with my raincoat.
“Right,” I said, looking at a road that wound up the hill.
“It couldn’t be downhill eh,” Al said, dragging his soaking shoes. “You reckon we’ll be on the news, like after we’ve found the gold?” he asked.
“We’re looking for buried drug money. I don’t think we wanna be on the news.”
“Would be cool though,” Al said, more dejected about the missed opportunity to be on television than his wet socks.
 
Soon the footpath disappeared and we walked along the verge. The rain was heavier. The water soaked everything I was wearing. We kept climbing. I was scared Al was going to give up but every time I turned he was behind me. We came to a bus stop.
“Oi, let’s have a rest,” Al said. We both sat on the wooden seat, dripping.


“It smells like human shit in here,” Al said, looking around. Someone had written ‘dickhead sits here’ at the top of the bus stop with an arrow pointing to where I was sitting. I opened my bag and pulled out a cheese sandwich wrapped in tinfoil.
“Gis some,” Al said.
“What did you pack?” I asked, ripping the sandwich in half and handing it to him. He opened his backpack. It was full of dented cans of Coke and Fanta.
“You didn’t bring any food?”
“Nah, I thought you would.”
“This is all I have.”
“How close is the treasure?” I opened the map. A drawing of a giant tree sat by one of the bends. I looked around.
“You reckon that’s the big tree?” I asked, pointing at a pine tree up the road.
“I don’t know,” Al said, finishing the sandwich and opening a Coke.
“Maybe we’re almost there.”






The Smallest Spade In The World
“Fuck, it better be a lot of gold,” Al said behind me.
“It might just be money.”
“It might be porn mags,” Al said. “Gus looks like a wank expert.”
“What’s a wank expert?”
“You know, guys that like rubbing their dicks all day.”
We’d walked for another hour. Now we were standing in front of an overgrown path leading into the bush. The rain fell heavy. On the map, the road turned and came to a hill and then the path broke off the road into the forest. We’d come around the turn. I could see the hill, and in front of us was the path.
Al reached into his bag and got out another can of Coke.
“You want one?” But I was already pushing into the forest. The trees slapped at me with their wet limbs.
It was dark, the path narrow. It was hard to imagine Gus coming through here.
We came into a clearing. Thin blades of light shone through the canopy. It smelt fresh and like rot at the same time.
“Look at that,” Al cried.
A single tree stood in the middle. On its trunk someone had carved a deep X. Al ran his fingers over it. Beside the tree were two mounds of dirt. Weeds grew out of one of the piles. The other looked like it’d been disturbed recently. I dropped my bag, unzipped it and pulled out a rusty hand trowel I’d got from our backyard.
“What the fuck is that?” Al said laughing.


“It’s all I could find.”
 
I knelt at the base of the tree and started digging up the fresh mound. It was late afternoon and getting darker by the minute. The trees protected us from the rain but it was freezing. I stopped and fished around in my bag. The silver torch felt lighter than normal. I clicked it but nothing happened.
“Fuck someone’s taken the batteries.”
“Rad, we got a torch that doesn’t work and the smallest spade in the world.”
The light was fading. Soon it would be black as the ceilings back home. With each scoop of dirt the ache in my stomach grew. But I couldn’t stop. This was my chance to save the house and help Mum get better.
Scoop.
The ground was soft on top. But as I got deeper it turned to clay. The spade kept getting stuck. Still, I kept digging. What if Jim Hawkins had given up? Time and again he pushed on in the face of much worse. If I’d finished the book I would have known that his tenacity came at a cost.
Scoop.
Out on the road I heard a car drive past and slow down. Every blood cell in my body held its breath. I pictured Gus crashing into the clearing. But the car pulled away and I went back to work.
Scoop.
“I can’t see anything,” I said, throwing dirt behind me.
“It’s cos it’s dark”. Al was standing on the edge of the treeline. I glanced up at him. The bored look on his face filled me with anger. Didn’t he understand what was at stake? Maybe we didn’t know what exactly was buried here. But by the way the adults were acting I knew it was a lot more than the prize for winning the tournament.
Scoop.
It was so dark now I wasn’t sure we’d be able to find the path out. But I knew Al would never come back here again. And maybe I was one shovel full of dirt away from the treasure.
Scoop.


Another car drove by briefly lighting up the forest.
“I’m going,” Al said, starting to walk down the path.
“What about the treasure?” I yelled after him.
“It’s too dark to see shit.”
I looked around. He was right, the clearing was almost pitch black. I dug out one more piece of dirt but there was no treasure chest beneath it. Just more of that thick mud. At that point my fear of the dark triumphed over all the other fears in my heart and I grabbed my backpack and started after Al. I left the smallest spade in the world sticking in the mud. Al crashed through the bush ahead of me. The dark hung thick like golden syrup off a spoon. When I stumbled onto the road I felt relief rush through my body. There were no streetlights. But even the cloudy night sky was brighter than the canopy of the bush.
“What time was the last bus?” Al asked.
“An hour ago,” I said, staring down the empty road.
 
We walked back the way we came. The only sound was our footsteps and Al opening a can of Coke every thirty minutes. The rain was still coming down but not as heavy as before.
“I’m tired,” he said. We’d just passed the bus stop with the ‘Dickhead Sits Here’ graffiti.
“Me too.”
“We can’t walk back to Grey Lynn, it’ll take months.”
“We could go in one of these houses and ask to use the phone,” I said.
“Who would we call?”
“Lui?”
“He wants to give me a hiding, plus our phone’s cut off.”
“True.” Al drank his Coke. I clicked my fingers.
“What if we get Summer to ask Lui?” I said. Al lowered the can and smiled.
“Good idea brainiac.”
 
We stood in front of a wild hedge growing out onto the footpath. Behind it sat a house made out of mismatched wood and windows from half a dozen different houses. It was the first place we’d walked past that had lights on.
“What if we get raked?” Al said.
“What?”
“Raked. Like what perverts do.” I didn’t know what he was talking about. I was so tired and wet I didn’t care what happened.
“Let’s go knock,” I said, walking down a narrow gravel path. Al waited back by the hedge.
“What you doing?” I said.
“You go, you’re pālagi. They might call the cops if they see me.”
“What if it’s a raker or a wank expert?” I said.
“I’ll kung fu him,” Al said, kicking the air.
 
I walked up the path, snails crunching beneath my feet. A windchime made out of bits of junk and shells and old feathers hung from the roof, like a prop from The Texas Chain Saw Massacre. Nervous, I glanced back into the night. Al was standing by the hedge. He waved me on. So I took a deep breath of the forest air and knocked on the front door.
“Yeah,” a man’s voice yelled from inside. I didn’t know what to say so I knocked again.
“Fucking hell.” And then footsteps. The door opened. A stocky Māori dude stood in the doorway. He looked a bit older than Mum and Dad, a giant pounamu around his neck.
“Who are you?” he asked, confused.
“Umm, I’m lost, kind of.”
“Who’s that?” the man pointed at Al peering out from behind the hedge.
“Thats Al, he thought you’d call the cops on him.” The man laughed.
“Shit, do I look like I’ve ever called the cops in my life?”
“What’s going on?” a woman yelled from inside.
“There’s a couple of fat kids out here,” he yelled back. “Reckon they’re lost.”
He turned to me.
“Tell ya weird mate to come in, it’s fucking freezing.”


 
The man led us through the house. The exposed wood walls were covered in paintings: portraits, nudes, a night sky above a glowing city. There were photos stuck to the wooden beams with drawing pins. Al followed right behind the man but I hung back, quickly looking around the house. I made a note of the back door off the kitchen, planning my escape. We came into the lounge. On the left, a fire was burning. Records lined the walls. A skinny pālagi woman sat on a couch, rolling a joint on a Black Uhuru record. She looked up when we walked in and laughed, her skeletal face lighting up. She was older than the man, weather beaten, except her eyes which were young and alive.
“What the hell you two doing all the way out here?” she said. She wore a red chequered shirt and jeans that might’ve been blue once.
“Umm, we were . . .” I couldn’t think of anything so I went quiet. The man walked off and came back with something in his hands. He threw it at us and I flinched. The towel hit me in the face and fell onto the floor. Al caught his and began drying his hair.
“I’m Tai; this is Lisa,” he said.
“Al,” Al said, staring at the weed.
“I’m Obi.” I was trying to dry myself but it felt hopeless.
“Like Star Wars?” Lisa said.
“We going to have a smoke?” Al grinned.
“Not likely mate,” the woman said. “Go stand by the fire.”
The flames warmed my legs. The woman finished rolling the joint then brushed the crumbs of weed onto the wooden floor. She placed the joint in her mouth, got up and put on the record.
“You boys hungry?” the man asked, standing in the doorway.
“You got any bacon?” Al said.
“Nah,” Tai said. “But I’ll cook yous a feed though.”
 
The woman looked us over as she smoked the joint.
“How did you get out here?” she asked.
“We caught the bus to the village and then walked.”
“In the rain? Are you fucking stupid or something?”
Al cracked up laughing and then I did too. The woman joined in and soon we were all in hysterics.


“What’s so funny?” the man asked, walking in carrying two plates.
“Our two intrepid friends walked here from the village.” The man looked at us like we were the dumbest people he’d ever met. But he was smiling. And he had a gentle smile that sat strange on his face, which looked like it’d seen a few storms for sure. It made my jaw unclench and my shoulders relax. He handed us a plate each, with a pile of mushrooms and some slices of salami.
“What’s this?” Al said. He was always funny about food, suspicious of every meal his aunty hadn’t cooked.
“Some meat I cured and wild mushrooms.” Al held the plate up and sniffed it and then looked at me.
“You going to eat this?” he asked.
“I guess.” The man took the joint from the woman and exhaled a cloud of smoke that hung in front of him.
“Come on, sit down and have your kai eh,” he said.
 
“So what’s the plan?” the man asked after I finished eating. “Yous can sleep on the couch and I’ll drop ya in town on my way to work tomorrow.”
“Do you have a phone?” Al asked. His plate sat untouched on the coffee table by the big glass jar full of weed.
“Yeah down the hall,” he said. “No calls outside Auckland though eh.”
 
The green phone sat on a tiny table. A couple of phone books next to it.
On the cover of one of the books someone had drawn a raised fist, like on the Anti Springbok Tour posters that hung in people’s houses.
“Ring Summer,” Al said.
“What if Dad answers?” But it turned out ringing Summer was the extent of Al’s plan. I picked up the receiver and twisted the rotary dial. It rang a long time. I imagined the dog barking, Mum yelling for someone to get it. But I later found out that none of this was happening.






The Silence
“Hello?” Summer sounded like she’d been crying.
“Hey it’s me,” I said.
“Where the fuck are you?” All the sadness left her voice.
“Out west somewhere.”
“What are . . .” then she sighed. “Look something’s happened, you need to come home.”
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“I’ll tell you when you get here.”
“Me and Al, we’re stuck,” I said.
“What do you want me to do?” I looked at Al who waved at me to go on.
“Can you go to Al’s and ask Lui to drive out and get us?”
“You’re fucking joking right?”
“Please, Summer.” She went quiet, which I took to be a good sign.
“Fuck ok. Where are you?” I covered the receiver.
“Go ask them where we are.” Al slowly walked back into the room.
“Thanks sister.”
 
There’s all different types of silence. Some are thin like mist, others weigh you down like a pile-on in bullrush. And then sometimes, there’s a silence that will burn you. That night in the station wagon heading home, the silence was cooking me alive.
Lui stared into the winding road, Summer next to him. The headlights reached out ahead of the car, stroking the edges of the forest. More than once Lui had to jerk the car back onto the road when it veered too close to the edge.
 
“Who wants a Coke?” Al said, holding out a warm dented can.
“Everyone’s sick of fucking Coke,” Lui snapped. Al shrugged and opened the can.
“Are you idiots going to tell us what you were doing?” Summer asked. I looked at Al who shook his head.
“Umm, we were looking for buried treasure,” I said. Summer turned in her seat and gave me the same look as the Tai back in the house. The ‘you’re too fucking stupid to live’ look.
“What?” she said.
“Nothing.” The silence returned but it wasn’t quite as intense.
“What you doing later?” Lui asked Summer, his voice suddenly low and sing songy. Al elbowed me in the ribs grinning.
“Going to bed.”
“Want to come and drink on the reservoir?” The reservoir was a concrete monstrosity on the corner of K Road and Ponsonby. They tried to brighten it up with murals but it just highlighted how ugly it was. You could climb a ladder and on top it was completely flat. People drank and threw shit at cars from up there.
“No thanks,” Summer said.
“Shame,” Al said. Lui turned around and swiped at Al.
“Watch the fucking road.” Summer said as we drove into the wrong lane.
 
We pulled up to our house. Summer got out.
“See you later,” Lui said.
“See ya,” she said, without turning around.
“Thanks, Lui,” I said. He didn’t say anything, and as I walked up to our place I could hear him yelling at Al. But even the yelling, which was like birdsong in that place, it was a kind of silence too. It left the air feeling stale, like it wasn’t fit to breathe. And someone was always yelling about something in Grey Lynn. That much you could rely on.
Summer came out of her room holding a cask of wine in her hand.


“Where is everyone?”
“Mum’s in hospital,” Summer said, switching on the light. “She went to that march and collapsed.”
“What march?” I asked. Summer drank from the cask.
“The one about that stupid boat.”
“Is she ok?”
“Yeah, she just went to the hospital for fun.” I took off my backpack and threw it into my room.
“Where were you?” she said.
“I told you, looking for treasure.”
“Fuck,” Summer said, stomping her foot. Then she dropped the cask and grabbed me by the shoulders. “I know you’re young. Jesus I’m young too. But you have to grow up.”
“What?” I tried to pull away from her. Her face softened but she held tight.
“Listen,” she said, gentle now. “Mum is real sick, I don’t know what’s going to happen, but we need to be ready for it to be bad.” I wished I knew how to cry.
“What am I meant to do?” I asked. Summer thought about this for second.
“Life isn’t one of your games, there’s no easy fixes. It sucks, it really does, but that’s the truth. I know it’s not exciting but just try and be here for Mum.”
“Ok,” I said.
“You’re soaking wet,” she said, letting go of my shoulders. “Go shower.”
 


The hot water burnt. But nothing compared to that feeling in the car. The bathroom was the only door with a lock on it, so the shower was always a place to hide and think. That night as the water turned cold, I thought about what Summer had said. She was right of course. I knew that even then. And I told myself I’d tell Dad about the map and Gus. We’d work something out. I’d help with the cooking, do the dishes, and try not to bring the detritus of the world home with me. But even as I was making those plans, I couldn’t help thinking, what is life without a little delusion?






The Hospital Sucks
The car sounded sick as we drove across Grafton Bridge. Me, Dad and Summer, all up front. There was no food in the house so breakfast was the promise of a pie later. Dad seemed to have forgotten we were meant to be at school and neither me or Summer was going to remind him.
We parked on a side street, in the shadow of all those sick people. Dad walked like a tall man, like the sun was shining just for him. Except he was short and there was no sun. Just a black and white photo of the sky someone had pinned above the city. The rain was hitting us in the face as we made our way into the hospital entrance. Dad led me and Summer to the elevators. A woman in a wheelchair rolled up next to us. Large black marks covered her face and when she caught me staring I tried to smile. But we both knew there was nothing to smile about.
 
Mum was reading when we walked in. The ward was busy like Thursday nights on K Road; late night shopping. The eight beds were all occupied by women, all different ages and ailments. Everyone stared at us, taking turns being disappointed when they realised we hadn’t come to see them.
“Mum,” I said, running over to her. She smiled and I forgot we were visiting her in a hospital ward for a second. Then she started coughing and the volume came right back up.
“You’re here,” she said. I wished I had something to give her, a gift of some sort. Instead all I had was a few useless words.
“Yeah.”


“We were worried about you last night,” Mum said, placing her hand behind my neck. Her palm was damp.
“I was with Al,” I said, refusing to meet her gaze. An old woman with a chalk white afro yelled out “Jimmy”. Everyone stopped and looked at her, then the ward resumed its hum of sickness and worry. I wished I could climb into bed with Mum, just me and her, and she’d read to me, and tell me stories about the past, with the edges shaved down.
“What did the doctor say?” Dad asked, sitting on the corner of the bed. He took her hand. Mum glanced at me and Summer.
“Nothing much,” but you could tell, in the way she said it, in the way her body pushed down into the mattress, that things had been said. So much of being an adult is keeping secrets that will hurt the people who love you. We sat there with Mum for a while, all the women in the ward listening. We tried to fill that hospital room with small talk. But it was hopeless. The silence washed over us each time. As we were leaving, Dad leant down and pressed his forehead to Mum’s.
“You’re going to get better. I need you.” He said. And Mum whispered something that only Dad ever heard.
 
We stood in the rain looking in the bakery window. It was cloudy from the heat.
“I left my bloody wallet at home,” Dad said.
“How long can you not eat before you starve?” I asked, clutching my belly. Summer rolled her eyes.
“You’re in no danger of starving,” she said.
“Go in and tell them ya lost,” Dad said, giving me a wink. I smiled and strutted into the bakery.
“Excuse me,” I said to the woman at the counter. She was a bit older than Summer. The sides of her head were shaved, but the top was long and purple. She had a bunch of chains around her neck all twisted together.


“I’m lost,” I said, standing on my tiptoes so I could see over the counter. Her chains rattled, as she bent down so she was at eye level with me.
“Where’s your parents?” she asked. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Dad removing a pie from the warmer.


“I don’t know,” I loved when me and the old man worked together.
“Ok, ummm, where were you going?”
“We were at the hospital,” I tried to look sad even though a smile was hiding inside my mouth.
“Well let’s call someone eh,” the woman picked up the phone. “What’s your home number?”
I looked around and saw that Dad was gone.
“Actually I’m going to go it alone,” I said.
“What?”
“I’m going to strike out on my own. Thanks.” I ran out into the rain. Dad waited for me a few shops down. He opened his jacket and handed me a white paper bag covered in grease. The pie warmed my hands.
“Where’s Summer?” I asked with a mouth full of mince and pastry.
“Don’t know,” Dad said, looking around.
 
When we got home Al was standing in our kitchen holding a VHS tape.
“We haven’t got any pizza,” Dad said. Al just looked at him.
“What’s wrong?” Dad asked, walking over to Al.
“Nothing,” Al said, his voice flat. The failed treasure hunt had let all the air out of his words.
“Looks like a pretty serious lot of nothing,” Dad said. “Chin up mate,” he slapped Al on the back.
“I’m ok,” Al said. But you could tell he wasn’t ok at all.
“Wanna come watch The Thing?” he asked me, holding up the tape.
 
“What we going to do about the treasure?” I asked. We were in Al’s living room. He was trying to get the tracking to work on the video player.
“Almost got it,” he said, the picture starting to come into focus.
“What about the money and . . .” Al stepped back from the machine.
“I told you, that was the last time looking for treasure,” he said without turning around.
“But you saw the tree, the mounds of dirt.”
“There’s no money,” he said, a hint of anger in his voice. “And even if there was, Gus is going to turn up soon with the Pope or the king of Tonga.”


The movie started and Al sat down on the couch. He looked over at me and sighed.
“Come on man, the tournament’s in two days. Let’s go practise after this. You’ll probably win.” But getting the Commodore 64 didn’t seem that important now I knew we might lose the house. Or worse. Al kept staring at me. I tried to think of something to say but I had nothing. So I watched the helicopter chasing the dog through the snow.
“Want a Coke?” Al asked.
 
We lay there in the lounge. The clock on the VHS kept flashing 12:00. I started watching it instead of the movie. We were acting like everything was normal. But Gus and Pope were out there somewhere. And once they realised the map was gone they’d be heading towards us. And out west, beneath the dirt was gold or money or something worth carving an X into a tree for. Something that would motivate a semi-literate man to draw a map. 12:00. Time could come unmoored, like the green boat that was meant to save us. It was just numbers we had applied to all this madness and movement we were swimming in. 12:00. Just like anything man made, time could be broken. And all anyone we knew ever did was waste time. But it was running out. For Mum at least, and Dad when Pope turned up, and the childhood me and Summer were hiding behind. And I felt this feeling, like when you’re on your last life in a game, and the final boss is almost dead and you know this is your chance right here, long as you don’t fuck it up. 12:00.
“What are you staring at?” Al said, and I realised the movie was over.






The Conversation
This time when I answered the phone I knew it was Gus. I’d stopped by my house to find some money, on the way to the Richmond Road dairy. The phone was echoing through the hallway when I walked in the front door.
“How are ya?” There was traffic noise behind his voice.
“Ok,” I said.
“Is it an act in futility to ask if ya Dad’s there?”
“Nah, he’s at the pub I think.”
“It’s a bit early even for your old man.”
“He’s sad, about Mum.”
“What happened?” Gus’s voice softened.
“She’s in the hospital.”
“Ahh shit.” He was quiet for a second.
“Look, tell him I’ve been up north and me and Pope are heading down soon.” I didn’t say anything. I was worried my voice might sound funny. There was silence on the other end. We were like that for a long time.
“Ok,” I said eventually.
“And tell your dad Pope is keen to have a chat . . .” Then I hung up. I don’t know why. It was like I thought I could stop them by slamming the phone down. I went and looked in Summer’s room. She still wasn’t home. A five-dollar note lay on her dresser. I grabbed it and headed out the door.
 
It was hovering right above me. I was trying to not freak out. I ran to the left but it followed me like it could read my mind.


“Fuck,” I said under my breath. I faked right and then jumped, throwing a dagger at the Red Demon. But it swooped down and took me out. Game Over.
“You’re playing like shit,” Al said. He was right. I couldn’t focus on Ghost and Goblins. Normally the mechanics of a game would draw me into the screen. Even now, after decades without playing, I still know the patterns for at least a dozen games. But that day, standing in the narrow corridor full of machines next to the dairy, I couldn’t focus. Dropping the money I’d stolen from Summer into the slot, all I could think about was Mum and the map in my pocket. I soon spent all my change and didn’t even get halfway through the second level.
“Man you gotta play better than this at the finals,” Al said when I died again.
“I’m stressed out eh,” I said, dropping my last coin into the game.
“Fuck the treasure oi,” Al said as I hit one player, “This is what you’re meant to be doing.”
 
Walking home, through the rain, I decided I’d talk to Summer before I told Dad. She’d know what to do. And maybe there was a way I could give the map back. Say it was a mistake. But when I got home the house was empty. I took off my wet shoes and lay on Mum’s bed. The sheets still smelled of her. The traffic hissed as it drove down the rain-soaked streets. For years after, I’d keep coming back to this bed. I might be sleeping in a van in Joshua Tree or on a floor in Tokyo, and so often I would be home in Grey Lynn, in my mother’s bed, safe. Except I wasn’t safe, not at that moment anyway. And as I crawled off into sleep, I could feel all the worry gripping at my heart.
 
The house was dark as an unplugged TV. In the hallway I flicked on the lights.
“Hello?” But I knew no one would answer. I thought about calling someone. But who? I walked quietly, as though the fear would grow if it heard me. In the kitchen I found a packet of noodles. I was too lazy to boil them and ate them dry, staring out the kitchen windows into the backyard. The grass was almost as tall as me. Silhouettes of branches twisted up towards the house.
Bang. The front door slammed. I should have locked it. Footsteps. I dropped the noodles on the floor. I looked around for somewhere to hide. The kitchen door flew open.
“Why you standing there like a weirdo?” Dad was drunk, wearing his leather jacket and a look on his face like he’d had enough of life’s bullshit.
“Where’s ya sister?” he said, looking around. I picked up the noodles and started eating them again.
“She’s probably with that guy.”
“The long-haired prick?” Dad sat down at the table, pulling a can of beer out of his jacket pocket.
“Have you heard anything from Mum?” I asked. Dad opened the beer and took a long drink. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and then shook his head.
“Nah. The hospital never tell ya nothing.” We both sat in silence. Dad drinking his beer and me eating my noodles.
“Look at this,” he said, pulling a packet of bacon out of his jacket.
“Come gis a hand,” Dad said, heading over to the stove.
We found a couple of onions, some mushrooms and a packet of frozen peas. Dad got me to cut the vegetables while he made a sauce.
“That’s it boy.” he said. “Don’t cut the mushrooms too thin. They’ll cook before the onions.”
Then he chucked it all in a pan. And the smell, it was Mum laughing like she never had a bad day once, it was Summer coming home from town excited and playing me a new band on her boombox.
 
That night Dad showed me how to flip a pan. An action I’ve repeated a million times since.
“All in the wrist, push the pan forward and up and then catch the food on its way down, that’s it son.”
My love of cooking came from Dad. That and shoplifting. By the time I was out in the world, spacies didn’t help me much. But I knew how to use a knife and bake a cake.


“Can I tell you something, Dad?” We were sitting at the table, our empty dinner plates in front of us. Dad had pulled another beer from his jacket. That thing was like the Tardis.
“Yeah,” he said between sips.
“When Gus was staying here, one time he gave me twenty dollars to play spacies.”
“You know I haven’t got no money.”
“No, it’s not that. I went through his bags looking for money. But instead I found a map.” Dad put the beer down and looked at me. I knew he was going to be angry, I’d probably get a hiding.


“A map?”
“Yeah,” I said, looking out at the garden.
“Of what?” I pulled the piece of paper out of my pocket and handed it to Dad.
“It’s out west. Me and Al went out there, but we didn’t find anything.” Dad unfolded the piece of paper and stared at it for a long time. And then he raised his hand and I closed my eyes waiting for him to belt me. But instead I felt his arm wrap around my shoulders.


“You fucking beauty,” he cried. “This is where that bastard hid the money.” I opened my eyes. Dad grinned at me with his magic smile.
“We found where it’s buried I think,” I said, smiling back at him.
“Yeah? You’re a clever cunt aren’t you.”
“But it got dark and we didn’t have proper spades or nothing.”
“We’re gonna go see your mum in the morning, then me and you are gonna go get some supplies.”


“What about when Gus finds out?” I asked. But Dad was lost in his thoughts, that hundred-dollar grin still covering his face.






The Treasure Hunt Part Two
Dad shook me awake by my shoulders. Without opening my eyes I knew it was still dark.
“Come on boy, we got some money to find.”
“Did Summer come home?” I asked, sitting up. Dad looked around.
“Shit, I don’t know.” He walked out of the room.
“Summer,” he yelled into the hallway. I got dressed. It was still pissing down outside. Everything was damp.
“She’s not here,” he said, coming back into my room.
“What should we do?” Dad thought about this for a second, biting the inside of his cheek.
“Let’s go visit ya mum, Summer’ll be home by the time we get back I reckon.”
“Ok.” I followed him out into the hall. I didn’t share his optimism about Summer, but I wanted to make the most of Dad’s attention.
“Saved you some bacon,” he said, putting his arm around me.
 
Someone had puked in the middle of Mum’s ward. An exhausted looking woman with a scar down the middle of her face was nudging the puddle with a mop.
“How you feeling my love?” Dad said, leaning down and kissing Mum. She smiled.
“They reckon I’ll get out tomorrow,” she said.
“Shit hot,” Dad said. “You hear that boy?” It smelt so bad in the ward I felt like puking too.


“Why aren’t you at school?” Mum said, looking at me. The light behind her eyes had returned slightly.
“Summer didn’t come home last night,” I said, changing the subject.
“She’s probably at her mates,” Dad said. “We’ll go look for her after this.”
The woman with the white afro started screaming.
“Ah god, she does this all night,” Mum said. “Lost her mind for sure.” The nurse kept mopping and the afro woman kept screaming and I held Mum’s hand, hoping everything was going to work out.
 
The house was still empty when we got back. Dad fed Ham while I flicked through an old National Geographic Mum had brought home from one of her bookstore visits. There was a bunch of articles about Ireland. I skimmed over the pictures, trying to distract myself from the fact the tournament final was tomorrow and I’d barely practised.
Dad chucked the rest of the dog sausage back in the fridge. He went and got some paper out of Summer’s room and came back and sat down.
“What you doing, Dad?” I asked, throwing the magazine on the floor.
“Working on the list of shit we need.”
“What about Summer?”
“Ring up her mate, Tim.”
“She doesn’t hang out with him anymore, not since she got all weird.” Dad tapped the pen on the table and chewed on the inside of his mouth. I knew Summer was with Lez and those other weirdos. But I didn’t know where any of them hung out.
“Ok let’s drive around and see if we can see her eh.”
 
We sat in the Holden, Ham in between us. The car whined loudly as we drove through the city; down Queen Street where the lost boys and girls climbed inside glue bags and old men hid from the chaos behind suits, past the drunks getting warmed up on K Road, the sex workers unfurling their wings, the rundown shops in Ponsonby that survived on traffic fumes and dust, through Westmere and Pt Chev where the elderly shuffled past like human tumbleweed. But there was no sign of Summer anywhere. As we were circling back we drove past Al on Surrey Crescent eating a sea dog.


“Stop, Dad,” I said when I saw him. Dad pulled over and Al spun around, no doubt expecting to get chased. When he saw it was us he broke off part of the sea dog and threw it at the windscreen.
“Fuck man, I thought you was going to jump me,” he said laughing.
“Look, you got fucking tomato sauce on my windscreen,” Dad yelled across me.
“It goes with all the bugs,” Al said, walking over.
“You seen Summer around?” I asked, getting out of the car.
“Nah, she’ll be with fucking softballs.” Dad got out of the car and used some newspaper to wipe the sauce off the windscreen. But it just made things worse.
“Where does he stay?”
“I don’t know. A hole in the ground.” Dad screwed up the newspaper and threw it at Al, who ducked out of the way.
“Missed me,” he yelled. Dad got back in the car and I was about to do the same when Al grabbed me by my arm.
“Oi let’s go practise for tomorrow,” he said.
“I can’t, me and Dad are going looking for the money today.” Al shook his head.
“There’s no money, man. You know you’re turning into him eh,” he said, looking at Dad. He pulled some fishing wire out of his pocket.
“Let’s go use this at the dairy on Richmond Road.” Dad beeped the horn and motioned for me to get in the car.
“I gotta go,” I said, opening the car door. As we drove off Al gave me a look, a mix of pity and hurt.
“That was a bloody waste of time,” Dad said.






The Supplies
“Don’t you have work soon?” Dad was pushing an empty trolley around Placemakers.
“Gonna call in sick,” Dad said, dropping a spade into the trolley. “When we find this money I’m never going back to that shithole again.”
He picked up a rope and added it to the pile. An old man walked over. He was short with a woollen vest covering an impressive potbelly.
“You chaps need any help?” he asked.
“Yeah, I’m looking for a pickaxe.”
“Are you going to do some gardening?” the old guy asked, walking quickly down an aisle full of screws. He had open sores on his arms. One of them was leaking yellow liquid down his mole-covered forearms.
“Yeah, gonna plant some . . .” Dad turned to me and clicked his fingers.
“Some mandarins.”
Dad laughed and shook his head at me. “Yeah mandarins.” The old guy looked over and then continued leading us through the shop.
“Here you are,” he said, pointing to a rack of tools.
“Good on ya,” Dad said, grabbing the pickaxe.
“Do you want me to ring that up for you?” the old guy asked.
“Nah we’re going to look around a bit more.”
 
Despite the fear that was everywhere during those months, I walked with my head high down the rows of building supplies, Dad’s attention falling on me like the January sun. This was how I always imagined things could be between us, me and Dad working together. When I think back on this time, and beat myself up for the things I did and didn’t do in those weeks, I remind myself of that warmth, of that love.
 
We did a loop of the store, before walking out with the trolley. Shoplifting rule #105, always act like everything’s normal. Dad waved at the old man in the vest, who smiled back at us.
We pushed open the doors. That was always the moment of truth, when you left a shop after stealing. The anticipation of being caught. But there was no yelling or footsteps chasing after us. And the grey winter’s afternoon felt bright as we loaded all the gear into the car.
“Ok son, let’s go home and check if Summer’s there and then we’ll head off.” Dad said, pulling the whining car into traffic.
 
Of course Summer wasn’t there. And if you didn’t know Dad you’d probably think he didn’t give shit. But he did. I could tell by the way he kept looking towards the front door as we packed. I went into Summer’s room and took the batteries out the back of her ghetto blaster.
We were all ready to go when we heard someone walking up onto the deck. Both me and Dad jumped and ran into the hallway. The door flew open and Al and Lui walked in.
“It smells like farts in here,” Al said. “You been farting, Uncle.”
“I’m not ya fucking uncle,” Dad said, his body deflating when he saw it wasn’t Summer.
“Eating too much beans eh,” Al said, holding his nose. Despite the situation Dad cracked up.
“You’re a bloody odd kid, ya know that?” he said, giving Al a friendly shove.
“Thanks, Uncle,” Al said, doing a little dance.
Lui wasn’t laughing though. He stood with his arms folded by the door.
“We found out where Lez lives,” he said softly.
 
Me and Al sat in the back as Lui directed Dad to Lez’s house.
“Why did you tell Lui?” I whispered to Al.


“I didn’t, I asked Kale. Him and Lez used to be in the same class at school. And he overheard us.”
“Take a left up here,” Lui muttered.
I had a horrible feeling in my stomach. There was no way to win this game. It felt like everyone I loved was on their last life.
 
“That’s his car there,” Lui said, pointing to Lez’s junk heap outside a falling-down yellow house on Norfolk Street. Dad pulled the car over. A couple of guys dressed like Lez were drinking on the deck.
“You lot wait here,” Dad said, getting out of the car.
“Can your dad fight?” Lui asked, watching Dad walk up to the house.
“Nah, not really,” I said, holding my stomach. The two guys had seen Dad and were standing up now. They both wore leather jackets and ripped blue jeans. One had big brown hair. It kinda looked like the haircut some of the female teachers at school had except there was a dirty red bandana tied around his head. The other guy was stocky. He’d tried to grow a beard but he didn’t have the hair for it and looked like he might have cancer or something.
 
“You don’t want him to get a hiding though eh?” Lui said, turning around in his seat.
“Of course not.”
“Just checking. Lots of stink dads out there.” Lui got out of the car.
“Wait,” Al said, grabbing at his brother. But it was too late. Lui was walking up to where Dad was standing. Al followed and I felt dumb being in the car by myself so I got out too.
 
The two guys looked confused. They were probably just having a quiet beer talking about whatever weird bands they were into. Suddenly this car that sounds like a pig giving birth drives up. And now they were getting menaced by a giant teenager, two fat kids and a tiny man in a leather jacket.
“Where’s Summer?” Dad yelled up to them.
“Who are you?” the brown-haired guy asked.
“Who the fuck are you?” Lui yelled back.


“What? You came to our house.”
“Hey, you guys all have the same jacket on,” Al yelled, pointing at Lez’s mates and then Dad.
“Let me handle this, Al,” Dad said. “She’s my daughter mate.”
The two guys started talking to each other.
“Hold on,” the stocky one said and went inside.
“Fuck let’s just go and get her,” Lui said.
“Wait and see what happens,” Dad replied.
 
The door opened and Lez walked out. At first he strutted towards us. But when he realised his two sidekicks weren’t following him he slowed and lowered his head. He kept glancing at us and looking away.
“Where’s Summer?” Dad said.
“She doesn’t want to go with you,” Lez said. He tried to sound tough but his voice broke.
“This guy,” Lui said, laughing to himself. The front door opened again. Summer stumbled out. Her hair was sticking out at weird angles. She fell against the side of the house and the brown-haired guy grabbed her by her arm. Everyone watched her make her way down the stairs.
“Summer,” Dad said, walking towards her. Lez put his arm out and blocked Dad’s path.
“She wants to stay,” he said. But he talked like he was holding a sleeping baby.
“She’s sixteen years old ya fucking creep.” Summer stopped halfway down the path and stared at us like we were strangers. Everyone stared back for a second and then time remembered its job. When people tell the story of what happened next they always say Lez pushed Summer. But to me it looked like he grabbed her by the arm and she lost her balance and fell hard, the way drunk people do.
Lui ran up and grabbed Lez by the hair and started punching him in the face over and over again. Summer sat up but was so wasted she didn’t even seem to notice what was happening right in front of her.
“Stop it,” Dad said, sounding exhausted. But Lui loved Summer. And she didn’t love him. And Lez had hurt her. So he kept on punching him, his fist making a horrible wet noise each time it dug into Lez’s face. Me and Al ran over and tried to pull Lui off.
“Leave ’im, he’s had enough,” Al said. And Lui could have easily kept beating Lez with both me and Al hanging off him. But that bad magic he was under broke and he let Lez drop onto the ground.
“We’ve called the cops,” the stocky guy yelled from the deck. But no one really cared because we knew they would take ages, if they came at all.
“Come on honey,” Dad said, helping Summer up, her eyes rolling into the back of her head. Lui stood there, blood all over his hands and the Adidas jacket covering his broken heart.
 
“Can you believe they called the cops?” I said to Al, hoping Dad would hear me. He drove slowly through the narrow streets.
“Yeah of course. Pālagis love calling the cops. No offence.”
“We never call the cops, eh Dad?” But Dad didn’t say anything. Summer sat next to him, her head rolling as we went around each corner. Dad had to keep grabbing her to keep her upright.
Lui was in the back with us. He was quiet too, holding the bloody mess of his right hand.
It’s true that violence doesn’t solve your problems. But nothing was really going to solve the problems we had. And at least Summer was safe. I mean she wasn’t really. But she was with us, facing a danger that felt familiar.
 
Me and Lui carried Summer inside and lay her down on the dog couch. I looked around for Dad. But he was gone. There would be no treasure hunt, no golden ticket, just a big fucking mess we all had to sort through. Lui held a bag of frozen mixed veggies on his busted hand and watched the end of the news on TV.
But I could tell he wasn’t seeing the goofy weatherman talking about the rain. He was staring into his future, watching a movie where he loses his new job, his freedom, everything.
In an attempt to lift morale I cooked eggs on toast with tomato sauce.
“This is mean, Obi,” Al said, wiping up the last of the egg with a piece of bread.


Summer was still pretty out of it. She vomited into a bucket. Dad had been growing his weed plants in it. Then someone stole the plants when we were at the Grey Lynn Park festival.
It got dark and Dad didn’t come home. We watched the Sunday horrors, a film called Cujo, about a killer dog.
“Man, the dogs in the park would eat that fat dog,” Al said.
“Lucky it’s not a real horror or you’d need the bucket,” Lui said, smiling for the first time since the fight. When we saw that smile, me and Al relaxed a little. Because Lui was our hero and with Dad gone awol, he was the closest thing to an adult we had.
So we looked to him for answers. But I was starting to get the feeling no one had any of them to spare.
 
Later that night the cops turned up and led Lui away. Me and Al walked out and watched as they shoved him into the car.
“We better go tell someone to bail him out,” Al said. I checked on Summer and then followed him up the road.
It was dark up at his place. The only light was the TV, shining onto Kale asleep on the couch. Al knelt down and shook him.
“Wake up.” Kale sat up, like he’d been kicked in the balls.
“What?” he mumbled, looking around wide eyed.
“The pigs arrested Lui,” Al said.
“Fuck.” Kale got up and rubbed his face. “What’d he do?”
“Beat up that asshole Lez. Where’s Fortune?” Al asked, looking around the dark room.
“She’s gone dancing in town.” Kale grabbed his jacket and felt around in the pockets for his keys.
“Let’s go,” Al said. Kale put his hand on Al’s chest.
“Stop mucking around. You need to go to bed.”
“But—” Al started.
“Go home, Obi,” Kale said, cutting Al off. I could tell Al wanted to protest. But Kale didn’t look like he was in the mood to argue with an eleven-year-old.


 
I walked back home. Summer was still passed out on the couch. Cujo had ended and the Goodnight Kiwi was playing. Gentle music filled the room as the animated bird shut up shop. I emptied the puke bucket and made sure all the doors were locked. The kiwi climbed into a satellite dish with his cat friend. I pulled a blanket over Summer.
“Goodnight from TVNZ,” a voice said as the kiwi went to sleep. I shut off the television and went and sat by Mum’s window to keep an eye on the night.






The Tournament
Summer was coughing in the bathroom. I lay in bed staring at the lamp that was still on from last night. It was going to be a big day. The tournament final was kicking off in a few hours. And Mum was getting out of the hospital. Back then I believed this meant she was better. They wouldn’t let sick people out right? But the world doesn’t talk in full sentences. We just make sense of the noises around us.
 
The phone rang.
“Hey it’s Lance, you seen ya dad?”
“Nah, he didn’t come home.”
“Fuck, he’s meant to be at work.” I didn’t know what to say so I just stood there.
“I bloody vouched for that prick,” Lance said, hanging up the phone.
I walked into the kitchen.
Summer was on the couch rolling a cigarette. She was pale, staring at the trees reaching up towards the rain. I sat down next to her. The couch sagged beneath our weight.
“You ok?” I asked. She shook her head, picking tobacco out of the pouch.
“Did Dad come home?” She shook her head again. I wished I smoked or had something to do with my hands. I just rested them on my knees at a funny angle which made them look like I’d only just got them. She spilled the tobacco onto the floor.
“Shit,” she muttered.


“Why did Lez say you didn’t want to come home?” I asked. Summer made a sound. A cross between a laugh and a snort.
“Because I told him this house is suffocating me,” she said, stuffing some more tobacco into the papers. I looked around the kitchen, the dirty dishes in the sink, the books and bottles covering the table, the wild plants beyond the dirt-streaked windows.
“Cos it’s messy?” I asked.
Summer smiled and looked at me. Her eyes were drawn on with red pen.
“You know Mum was holding all of this together? The house, the family, everything.”
“I guess,” I said, realising what she was saying was true as she said it.
“And now I’m expected to do it, and it’s going to get worse once she dies.”
“I’ll help,” I said, trying to think of useful things I knew how to do.
“I love you, but you’re like Dad with your games and treasure hunts. I mean come on, our father wants to be a poet, a fucking poet,” she laughed again. “That’s like a professional poor person.”
Summer spilt the tobacco again.
“Fuck,” she said, throwing the papers on the ground and falling back into the couch.
 
We were eating Weetbix when Dad came home. He stood in the doorway watching us. When Summer saw him she dropped her spoon on the floor and stormed out.
“Summer,” he said, his voice hoarse. “Come on girl.” She slammed her bedroom door. Dad picked her spoon up off the floor, sat down and started eating the Weetbix. I could smell him from across the table, like something rotting.
“Where you been?” I asked.
“Needed to go clear my head. It all got a bit intense.”
We both ate in silence for a bit.
“Today’s the day eh,” he said. I nodded, not knowing how to feel about anything anymore.


“Are you excited?”
“Yeah,” I said, even though it was only half true.
“Me too,” Dad said, milk running down the black stubble on his chin.
“Will we have a cake?”
“What?” Dad asked.
“For Mum, when she gets out.”
“Yeah, but first we gotta get this money,” Dad said, slapping the map down on the table.
 
“What about Mum?” I followed Dad into his room. He took off his leather jacket and dropped it onto the floor. His white Hydra Bacon T-shirt hung from his bones.
“She’s not out until this afternoon. Al’s mum is going to pick her up. We’ll be back by then anyway.”
“It’s his aunty,” I said. Dad grabbed his black jumper. “And my spacies tournament is today.” Dad pulled the jumper over his head. His tiny skull popped out. He looked around the room for something.
“I might win,” I said.
“We can’t save this house with the prize money from some kids’ competition,” he said, grabbing his raincoat. He walked out the room but I didn’t follow him.
“You comin’?” he yelled from the front door. I shook my head. Dad looked at me confused, like the dog just said his name or something. Then he walked back into the room.
“Look you don’t have to come,” he said, putting his hand on my shoulder, “but I’d like your help.” And what was I going to say to that?
 
“How much money is there, Dad?” We were driving through Avondale. Al had brought me to his cousin’s birthday out here once. We ate chips in a garage, watching the adults sing Michael Jackson and Prince songs. I wished my family had parties like that. But there weren’t enough of us. And no one knew how to sing.
“Enough to save the house and then some,” Dad said smiling.
“Is Mum all better now?” Dad picked up a tape.


“You ever listen to The Clash?” he asked, pushing the cassette into the tape deck. Click. A guitar riff started playing and then the drums came in, as the squealing car drove towards the treeline on the horizon. The sky above us, a dirty sheet flapping in the wind. Mum. Every time I got excited. Mum. I tried to reassure myself, we’d be back in time, she’s going to be ok, they don’t let sick people out of the hospital.
“What did you say?” Dad said over the music.
“Nothing,”
Dad looked at me. “What’s up son?” The windscreen wipers dragged the water back and forth. If I squinted I could pretend we were underwater. Sinking. Mum.
“Hey.” Dad was shaking me with one hand. “We’re on an adventure.” And we were. And this was my dream. Me, Dad, on a quest. Mum. But it was like a cheap remake of my dream. Like when you go to the video store for a blockbuster but it’s out and you get a shitty low-budget rip-off. Mum.






The Poem
We pulled over in Titirangi village. Dad opened the map on the dashboard.
“That’s the building,” I said, pointing across the road.
“See you are fucking clever. I knew those teachers didn’t know what they were on about.” Dad traced his finger along the lines, same as I had done. I could almost hear his thoughts. He looked up.
“So we take scenic drive eh?” he asked.
“Yeah, it won’t be far in the car.”
“Can’t believe you boys walked it,” Dad said.
“It took ages.”
“Don’t imagine you and Al are that fleet of foot,” Dad said, cracking himself up. “Go get me some smokes,” he handed me ten bucks.
“Can I get a pie?”
“You’ll be lucky.” I got out of the car and walked into the dairy. Mum. Mum. Mum.
 
“This pie is cold.”
“Life’s cruel,” Dad said, navigating the giant car around the sharp turns. The tape ended and turned itself over. ‘See No Evil’ by Television came on. I stared out the window and the trees stared right back at me. I felt bad about Al. He’d be waiting for me at his place. I was meant to grab him on my way into the tournament. But Dad seemed so confident about the money I was sure we’d find it this time. And then I could make it up to my best friend.



 
“So Pope was your boss?” I asked.
“I’ve never had a boss,” Dad said. “Just fuckwits who dish out the money.”
“Pope’s a fuckwit?”
Dad laughed. “Yeah, but I wouldn’t let him hear you say that, he’s crazy as a pisshead on Sunday.” A metal clunk came from the bottom of the car and then the engine died.
“Fuck’s sake.”
Dad steered the vehicle onto the side of the road.
“This is all we need,” he said, getting out.
We stood in the rain with the bonnet up, looking at the engine. But it was like reading street signs in a foreign language.
 
Dad carried the spade over his shoulder. I had the pickaxe and the rope.
“How’s Sam?” I asked as we walked uphill.
“He’s healthy, his body at least.” Dad said. “Still fucked in the head of course.” A white Honda Civic drove past. A boy with a blond bowl-cut peered out the back window at us.
“They don’t send you to those places to get better,” Dad added. “There’s no coming back from what old Sam has.”
“What does he have?” I asked.
“Madness.”
We passed Tai and Lisa’s house where me and Al had used the phone. Music escaped out the burning windows. I felt myself drawn towards that warmth.
“Hurry up son,” Dad said.
 
“Look at that.” I pointed to the bus stop with the ‘Dickhead Sits Here’ graffiti. Dad laughed.
“You walked all this way eh?” he said.
“This pickaxe is heavy.”
“You must have really wanted that money.”
“Nah, I wanted a Commodore 64 and to make Mum better and for us to keep the house.” Dad stopped and adjusted the straps on his backpack.


“What’s a Commodore 24?” he asked, dropping the pack on the ground and sitting down in the bus stop. I sat down next to him.
“I already told you a hundred times, Dad.”
“I wrote you something,” Dad pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket, “while you were in the dairy.
“The sidekick
The treasure hunters set forth
father and his sidekick
weather and disasters
Can’t keep them from glory
They’ll return victorious
heroes like Che Guevara
Drinking rum in Havana


father and his sidekick
Rich beyond their untamed dreams
“What do you reckon?” Dad asked, giving me the piece of paper.
“It’s cool,” I said, looking down the road thinking, can’t I just be your son?
 
We walked on, the clouds like waves on a black ocean. The narrow road lead us through the forest. Dad talked about the past, about how he and Mum used to come out these ways when they first met. Stay with friends. How he always thought he’d live out here, write amongst the bugs and trees. I listened to his words, same as I listened to the rain. Hearing the sound as a whole rather than each individual drop hitting the ground.
 
Dad wasn’t careful with the map. By the time we reached the path leading into the forest it was a soggy mess.
“Is this it?” Dad said, peering into the darkness.


“Yeah it’s just at the end of the path,” I said, leading the way. Now we’d arrived I felt important again. I’d brought us here. And when we found the money we’d be rich because of me. And in the future I’d be the one telling stories at the kitchen table. About how I found the map and the tree with the X carved in it. Everyone would listen to me, the same way they listened to Dad.
 
“Far out,” Dad said as we came into the clearing. The gardening trowel was still stuck into one of the mounds of dirt. Birds crashed around in the trees above us.
“You tried to dig up the money with that?” Dad kicked at the tiny spade. “You’d have been here all week.” He dropped his backpack on the ground and picked up his spade.
“Let’s get digging eh?” He drove the tool into the freshly dug mound and lifted out a pile of dirt. I walked around the other side and started swinging the pickaxe into the ground. The handle vibrated with each stroke and my arms began to ache. But Dad, he kept digging, singing and muttering to himself. Soon he stood in front of a deep hole, a pile of dirt next to him.
“Fuck I need a break,” he reached into the backpack and pulled out a longneck of Steinlager.
“You got any food, Dad?” I asked.
“You just had a pie,” he said, opening the beer with the edge of the spade. White foam poured out the bottle and down his muddy hands.
“Want a drink?” he said, handing me the bottle. I shook my head.
“Fair enough.” He tipped the bottle and poured half the beer down his throat.
“This shit will ruin ya life,” he said, picking up the spade again.






The Discovery
We kept digging, Dad taking regular breaks to drink beer. The hole expanded until eventually we hit rock. Me and Dad stood, out of breath, staring into it. Rain dripped from the leaves and ran down my back.
“I don’t think it’s here,” I whispered. Dad just stared for ages.
“It must be under that other one,” he said, pointing at the mound of dirt with weeds growing out of it.
“How do you know?” But he didn’t answer. He just took the spade and started digging.
“Gis us a hand,” he said. So I swung the pickaxe but the ground was hard and by the time we’d made a dent it was starting to get dark.
“What about Mum?” I said as Dad opened another bottle of beer.
“She’ll be ok boy. I left her a note.”
“A note?” I said, and there was anger in my voice. The tone made Dad lower the beer and stare at me. In that moment I realised how rarely we made eye contact. But I held his gaze. How could he be this stupid? The man I spent my life trying to get to notice me. But I guess he was only half stupid. Because he was right in a way. About the other mound at least.
 
We didn’t speak as we kept digging. My arms burning, my throat so parched it hurt to swallow. The light was drying up. I could feel that quickening in my heart. And I was about to tell Dad I’d had enough when I struck something that wasn’t dirt.
“Dad,” I cried out, dropping the pickaxe and stumbling back.
“You find something?” Dad ran over. I pointed at the ground. There was blue plastic sticking out of a hole. I’d ripped it with the pickaxe. The contents were poking out. My mouth filled with saliva and I ran into the bush and puked. I spat into the dark and then I puked again. When I turned around Dad was standing over the hole.
“Fucking hell,” he said, poking at the plastic with the end of his spade. I slowly walked back over.
“Let’s go, Dad,” I said, pulling on his jacket.
“Hold on,” he bent down and lifted the tarp. Inside were bones. Human bones.
I turned away. I’d already seen one dead person that month. And I wasn’t superstitious, but surely it’d be bad luck to see two.
 
I walked to the edge of the clearing. The night was seeping between the trees. The treasure map I’d pinned all my hopes on had led us here, to this shallow grave. I could feel my blood running out of me into the dark soil beneath my feet. Someone kept changing the channel on my thoughts.
Is this what life is like?/ Does anyone know what’s going on?/ How will we get home?/ How will we save the house?/ and what about . . ./ I could have gone to the tournament/ What if I’d won?/ Why can’t anything just work out?/ I feel sick/ are we cursed?/ and what about . . ./ whose bones are they?/ I wanna be a thousand miles from here/ and what about . . ./ Why can’t it be easy one time?/ I’m gonna puke again/ if even the adults don’t know anything, then what?/ where’s the money?/ . . . Mum.
 
“Fuck,” Dad said, sitting down on the dirt and drinking his beer. He was staring at the bones, like they were a riddle he had to crack.
“Let’s go now.” There was just enough light to see the path.
“Let me think.”
“But it’s getting dark.” Dad reached down into his backpack and pulled out the silver torch. He tossed it to me.
“There’s no money, Dad” I said. “And Mum will be worried.” I don’t know what he put in the note, but I knew it wouldn’t be enough.
“Why would he make a map for a body?” Dad said to his beer.
“Dad, I’m scared.”


“There’s got to be something else.” He threw the brown bottle into the bush and picked up the spade. I watched in disbelief as he began digging again.
“Dad?”


“Dad?”
 
I left the torch wedged in a tree. The margarine-coloured light cast over Dad, frantic, digging. I’d been angry with him a million times before. But I’d never thought of him as pitiful. Watching Dad then, his scrawny limbs attacking the ground, he looked absurd. It reminded me of Ham chasing his tail and then crying in pain when he bit it.
I thought about The Lost Gold of Lake Alabaster, the book I’d found in the second-hand store. About gold fever and the drawing of the ragged miners. And the pirates in Treasure Island who ended up marooned in the middle of the North Atlantic because of their greed.
As I walked up the muddy path towards the road, I turned one last time. I guess I hoped he would stop, look up, walk over and come with me. We could go back to the village, use the payphone, get someone to come pick us up. He’d say fuck the money, and tell me all the things dads say to their kids on the American TV shows our parents mocked us for watching.
But now I was the one being absurd. And though Dad was in and out of my life until I left the country six years later, that was the last time I ever truly saw him.
 
Sometimes, when you’re really scared, you go numb. People often mistake it for bravery. Days later, after everything had calmed down, people would talk about how brave I was. But walking down the edge of that dark road, I didn’t feel that way. I wanted to scream, to vomit, to curl up into the smallest ball possible and cry. Instead I made my way back towards the city. And the rain never stopped. Sometimes it took a breath but it always came back, heavy. Some people say you learn about yourself through hardship. But what if there’s things about yourself you don’t want to know?


 
When Tai opened the door he didn’t look surprised.
“Where’s ya mate?” he asked, leading me into the living room.
“You’re back again,” Lisa said, she was stretched out on the couch reading a book, a photo of a suburban house at night on the cover.
“You living in the bush or something?”
“Nah,” I said, dripping onto the wooden floorboards, “long story.” The couple exchanged glances.
“Let me get you a towel and some dry clothes eh?” Tai said.
“It’s strange out there, in the night,” Lisa said, putting down her book and staring out into the forest.
“A lot of ghosts in the bush.” I looked out the window at all that creeping darkness trying to get in.
“Stop scaring the kid,” Tai said, handing me a towel and a folded pile of clothes. “Go have a shower if you want.”
 
I knew they had questions, but I didn’t have answers worth sharing. Instead I sat on the couch, dressed in a giant Herbs T-shirt, listening to the rain, to the record, to the world screeching on its axis.
And when I used the green phone in the hall, its ringing echoed through the city. But no one picked up. Maybe Mum and Summer didn’t have answers for all my questions either. I hung up and went back into the living room.
“No one’s home,” I said. The couple sat there looking at me. I knew I needed to get back home. I wanted to check on Mum.
“Can you drive me to the city?” I asked.
“Fuck, I’ve had a couple of beers,” Tai said.
“Please, my mum’s really sick.” Tai looked at me for a second and then nodded his head.
“Ok I’ll grab my things.” He got up. “But if we get pulled over you gotta do the talking.”
“Won’t be the first time,” I said. Tai and Lisa laughed.
“Take care eh” she said, standing up and hugging me.
“Thanks.”
“Let’s get ya home,” Tai said holding up his keys.


 
The rain was easing when we got into Tai’s bright red Datsun. We had the road to ourselves as we wound down into the village.
“Used to have a mate who lived in Grey Lynn,” he said, “He couldn’t handle the noise. Lives up north now.” We drove through the village. All the shops, dark and empty. I thought about Dad, digging up someone’s grave in search of an escape, Mum coming home to an empty house, Summer trying to grow up so fast she might never become an adult.


As we came down into New Lynn the moon rose above the city, pouring its light over the concrete and asphalt.
“Never get sick of that sight,” Tai said. In Pt Chev shops a young couple dressed like they were on TV walked a mean-looking dog. A woman in a nurse’s uniform got off the bus and dragged her cheap sneakers into a house. We passed the turn-off to the school where Summer and Lui went, where I would get kicked out of a few years later. The birds were sleeping at Western Springs lake. As we made our way through Surrey Crescent my stomach hurt again. What about Dad? What if he did find the money? And what about the bones? And what about Mum? And Summer? And Gus and Pope and and and and and and and.






The Final Boss
“I guess I’ll see you in a few days or so eh,” Tai said, smiling.
“Thanks,” I got out of the car.
“Don’t mention it, be careful bro.” He gave me a serious nod. I walked up the path of mismatched bricks that led up to our house. The lights were on. I opened the door. I could smell fried chicken.
When I came into the kitchen the table was covered in KFC boxes. Half eaten pieces of chicken, lying everywhere,
Gus sat at the table looking like he hadn’t slept a night in his life.
“Obi, this is Pope.”
 
I recognised the stocky bald man at the table, smiling with half a chicken in his mouth. And I could tell Pope recognised me too. His teeth were too small for his face, like he never lost his baby teeth. He looked younger than the photo in the papers. His bald head was so pale, it was almost translucent, like you should be able to see inside his skull. He wore a light blue dress-shirt two sizes too small. The fat of his gut and arms stretching the seams of the fabric.
“Want some chicken, it’s not bad, pretty good actually,” Pope said. He spoke fast, his voice high pitched, like he was talking out of his nose. Little bits of spit flew out when he spoke. I shook my head.
“You sure? We got too much didn’t we, Gussy. Hard not to be greedy after seven years eating slop.” Pope ripped off the last of the meat.
“People who complain about hospital food, they never been to prison.”
He bit into the bone and sucked out the marrow. Gus looked at him and grimaced slightly and then went back to staring at something on the wall in front of him.
“Probably why you became a man of God, eh Gussy,” Pope flicked the bone at Gus, “just to cope with the fucking shit they fed us.” I waited for Gus to leap up and strangle Pope, but he just sat there looking at nothing.
“I didn’t find a god in that place though, despite my name, not me, no.” Pope wiped his hands on a napkin and then pointed at me.
“You look just like ya dad, you know that?” he said. “Well, in the face.” He grabbed another piece of chicken out of the box.
“He used to always go on about you,” he said, biting into the wing. “His baby boy. Speaking of ya dad, where is the little rat?” I shifted my weight, not sure what to do. Where was everyone else? Pope leaned forward in his seat, glaring at me as he chewed.
“He’s out west, in the forest,” I said.
“Has he found the money?” Pope asked. He never blinked. It was like being menaced by a giant baby. The chicken grease all over his lips and chin glistened in the light. I looked over at Gus, he glanced at me and shook his head. There was a limp sadness to him, like he no longer had the energy to hold his face in a permanent frown. Did he know what we’d found out there?
“What money?” I asked.
Pope banged his fist on the table. And then took a deep breath and steadied himself.
“Let’s not be a little dickhead, no one likes that do they, no.”
“Nah, he doesn’t have it,” I said, wondering what the fuck was going on.
“Good boy,” Pope said. “Now tell us where the map is.”
“Don’t know,” I said. I felt confident if I ran back down the hallway I’d get out onto the street before they caught me.
“If I have to ask you again mate ya gonna regret it.” Pope stood up and took a step towards me. He wasn’t much taller than Dad but there was something serious about him. Gus grabbed his arm.
“Pope, he’s just a kid.”
“Hey hey come on, Gussy, don’t be touching me,” he said breaking Gus’s grip with a quick flick of his hand. He moved fast, and even though Gus was twice his size he recoiled from the little bald man. Pope walked towards me. Then the front door banged open.
 
Everyone looked towards the hallway. I could smell it, the hot seafood stink. Al came marching in, eating a seadog.
“Yous having a party?” he said, taking a bite of the sausage. Pope looked at Gus and then back to Al.
“Who’s this then?” he asked, a nasty smile on his face.
“Hey baldy,” Al said. “Want some of my seadog?” Al held out the half-eaten sausage. Pope made a hissing sound, a distant cousin to laughter. He slapped the seadog out of his hand. It flew across the room and hit the wall with a splat.
“Ahh man,” Al said, “That was a dollar fifty,”
“Fucks sake,” Pope said rubbing his forehead. “I just got out of prison, and this lummox reckons he left the fucking map that leads to the money here, and now I got to deal with this shit.” He gestured towards me and Al. “Fucks sake,” he repeated.
“I’ve got it,” Al said, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out his empty hand and gave Pope the fingers. Pope sighed again and then punched Al square in the face. He fell back into the wall and slumped on the ground. Gus leapt out of his seat.
“Pope, what the fuck?”
“Sit down, Gussy. This is all your fault mate.” Gus didn’t sit down, but he didn’t say shit either. Al groaned, holding his face. Pope raised his hand to hit him again. I threw my weight into him, knocking him off balance.
“I got the map,” I yelled, pulling the piece of paper out of my pocket and holding it in the air. Pope looked at me, rage flashing across his eyes. He was like the ogres from Ghost and Goblins, all action. I knew he’d lunge forward. Sure enough he came at me, hand outstretched. I ducked under his arm and took off down the hallway, Pope crashing behind me.
 
Out on the street I started sprinting towards Al’s place. It was only a few doors down but my shoes kept slipping on the wet road.


“Stop running, no one’s gonna hurt ya,” Pope yelled. I looked behind me and felt like I was going to throw up. He was so close. There was no way I was going to make it to Al’s. I stopped and waited until he almost reached me and then side-stepped left and headed back down the street. Pope lost his balance and fell onto his knees.
“That’s fucking it,” he yelled, getting back to his feet. I saw someone up ahead stepping out of Feleti’s place.
“What’s going on?” It was one of Feleti’s older brothers carrying a crate of beer. I was too out of breath to say anything so I just pointed at Pope.
“Leave the boy alone,” Feleti’s brother said to Pope who had stopped running and was calmly walking towards us.
“Sorry mate, bit of a misunderstanding. You see . . .” And then he hit Feleti’s brother in the throat. It didn’t look like much. Just a flick of the wrist. But Feleti’s brother dropped the crate, bottles smashed all over the road. He clutched at his neck then stepped forward and swung at Pope who ducked under the punch. He came up and hit Feleti’s brother three times in the head. He fell face first onto the road. For a second someone pressed pause on the night and both me and Pope stood there looking down at him. Then they hit play and everything sped up again.
 
“Come here ya little shit,” Pope hissed, grabbing at me. I leapt out of the way and ran back down the street. Al’s place was only a couple of houses up. I could see the lights shining behind the tattered curtains. I started sprinting towards the safety of that light. I was so close. I could make out the ‘Jesus Saves’ on the banana box on the front door. Then Pope kicked my legs out from under me and I fell onto the ground. The loose rocks dug into my shoulders and arms as I rolled with the fall. I used the momentum to scramble back to my feet. Pope was right on top of me. He grabbed my T-shirt, the fabric ripping as I pulled away. I slipped out of the T-shirt. To my left was the rich cunts’ house. They’d had a big gate installed in spring. I knew it’d be locked so I tried to jump it. But that was one too many feats of athleticism. I landed on the top of the gate and winded myself, falling back onto the footpath. I rolled over, my back against the gate. The cold metal pressing into me. Pope limped over. He was breathing heavily, staring, not blinking once. Gus came out of our house behind him with something in his hands. Fucking game over.
 
“Gimme the bloody map,” Pope said. I handed him the piece of paper. Pope snatched it off me, kicking me in the guts with his dress shoe. All the breath was sucked out of me. When I looked up I realised Gus had the whale bone.
“What the fuck is this?” Pope said, looking at the poem Dad had written me. Gus raised the bone over his head. I closed my eyes, waiting for the impact. There was a cracking sound. I looked up as Pope dropped onto the road like a sack of shit.
“You ok?” Gus asked, helping me to my feet. I nodded just as two cop cars sped down our street. They stopped in front of us, all sirens and screaming breaks. Gus dropped the bone and turned to face the pigs, his face lit up by the flashing lights.






The Truth
The next afternoon the rain had stopped, and the sun crawled across the sky, like an old dog crossing the street.
Summer was chucking out the rubbish from last night. I followed after her asking what’d happened.
“Al’s aunty brought Mum home from the hospital. Mum was like ‘Where’s the boys?’ But no one knew where you’d gone.”
Under the table, by an empty Lion Red can, I found a note, written on the back of a letter from the bank.
Gone to seek my fortune with the boy
Be home soon
Love you
I threw it in the bin while Summer kept telling her story.
“She invited us up to her place for dinner,” Summer said, dropping the day-old KFC into the plastic bag she was carrying.
“Afterwards, we were sitting around when we heard a car at our place, so Al came down to get you.”
 
Al wasn’t at home, so I went walking through the neighbourhood looking for him.
The Surrey Crescent shops were busy. They were giving away movie posters at the video store. A group of teenagers ran out of the shop laughing, their arms filled with rolled-up posters. The butcher was smoking outside his shop.


“Tell ya dad we got some of them sausages he likes,” he said, blowing two streams of smoke out his nose. Dennis and Feleti ran past throwing a rugby ball back and forth.
The junk store was closing up for the day. The red-faced old man was dragging in the shitty furniture he was trying to sell.
“Do you want a hand?” I asked, picking up an armchair that smelled like cat piss.
 
I found my best friend playing Kung-Fu Master, up at the spacies parlour. He was wearing a busted lip. But his injuries weren’t affecting his game. He easily dispatched the endless stream of attackers.
“Hey,” I said, not knowing what else to say. Al raised his eyebrows when he saw me and then quickly went back to the game.
“You ok?” I asked.
“Yeah,” he said without much conviction. “You?” I hadn’t really thought about how I was. When I did my body started shaking so I decided it was best not to go there.
“Is Lui alright?” I asked. Al shrugged.
“Lez isn’t pressing charges, guess someone told him not to,” Al said, and I smiled thinking of Summer. “Aunty’s pissed though.”
“Did you tell her Lez is a dick?”
“She believes in turning the other cheek.”
“Bet you wish Pope believed in that,” I said, giving Al a playful push. On the screen he was swarmed by enemies and his character died.
“Fuck,” he yelled, punching the glass.
“I already banned you dickheads,” Spikey Hair yelled.
“Your face should be banned,” I yelled back, as we ran out into the freezing cold.
 
The late afternoon light made everything look fresh, even the rotting houses and rusting cars. Years later Al told me it was called the magic hour, the sun showing off one last time before retiring for the day. But that evening as we walked home from the spacies parlour Al was quiet.


“Sorry I didn’t turn up yesterday,” I said as we turned onto Crummer Road.
“Yeah,” Al said like he was having a different conversation in his head.
“Wish I did, was a waste of time going with Dad, we didn’t even—”
“Rats won the tournament eh,” Al said, cutting me off.
“Shit,” I said laughing. We stopped outside Al’s house.
“Hey, I got you something,” I said, unzipping my jacket. I pulled out the Super 8 camera and handed it to him. Al stared at it for a second and then gently took the camera in his hands.
“So you did find the treasure,” he said, inspecting the machine.
“Nah I just stole it.” We both cracked up laughing.
“Thanks,” I said.
“Thanks yourself,” Al replied. “Come watch Conan the Barbarian later.” He turned and disappeared into his house.
 
The whale bone was lying on the deck, the end of it stained red with Pope’s blood. I stepped over it and pushed open the front door.
Ham lay at the foot of Mum’s bed. He looked up at me but didn’t growl. I guess he knew now wasn’t the time. I kicked off my shoes and climbed onto the bed.
“Hey,” I said. Mum rolled over slowly, her face slack with sleep. It was like she was disappearing in front of me, like the people in the sun-bleached photos on the walls at Al’s place. Like someone learning to be a ghost.
“Is Dad home yet?” I said, hoping Mum would ask about all the madness we’d got swept up in while she was in hospital.
“No, he didn’t come back,” she said, her voice muffled. “Do you know where he is?”
That was all I needed to start telling Mum the whole story. As I talked she sat up in the dark room, and she listened with all her senses. And when I told her Pope still thought the map led to the money she nodded.
“So Gus was double crossing Pope then,” she said, picking at something in my hair.
“Whose bones are they?” I asked.


“If I had to guess I’d say they belonged to poor old Simon, he disappeared when you were little.”
“Who killed him?”
“Pope, I’d say. Gus loved Simon, that’s probably why he had a map to his bones.”
It was dark in that airless room, but out beyond the mould-streaked curtains you could still hear the neighbourhood. And while the cars and people went past outside, Mum told me about Simon, and how him and Dad worked for Pope. And at first things were good, they made money selling drugs to the hippies and criminals in their circles. But Simon had a bit more education than the others. He worked out they weren’t getting their fair share. So he organised a meeting with Pope out at Muriwai and then no one heard from him again.
“Where’s the money then?” I asked. Mum shrugged.
“You’ll have to ask Gus about that one.”
Next door a woman started singing church songs. We both listened for a while. The melody sweet and familiar.
 
“Can’t believe the rich cunts called the cops,” I said when the singing finished, hoping to reignite the conversation about Dad and the past.
“I called them,” Mum said.
“What?”
“I heard the yelling from up the road,” she pointed in the direction of Al’s place.
“You can’t call the cops.”
“Why not?” she asked, smiling down at me.
“Well cos they’re bad and like you just can’t.” Mum gestured for me to lower my voice, and I realised I was yelling.
“That’s what Dad says,” I mumbled. Mum laughed.
“Well how do you think Gus and Pope ended up in jail in the first place?” she said.
“I don’t know.”
“Pope wasn’t going to stop at Simon. And your dad had you two kids to think about, so he called the pigs.”


“What?” I felt sick again.
“Gus was out stashing the money, Dad was meant to go with him, but he was late and Gus called Pope. He wasn’t meant to be in the car. But then he was.”
I thought about all Dad’s poems and all the times he’d told us, “You never call the cops.”
Mum must have seen the look on my face because she reached out and put a hand on my shoulder.
“Your dad’s an artist, they need a bit of fantasy to believe in, a story to pin things to.”
“But he always talked about that time like it was fun.”
“Those without much future tend to fall in love with the past.”
When Mum talked like that it was hard to follow her. But I must have understood on some level. Because I felt all weird, like my feelings were trying to push themselves out of my body. I realised I was crying, tears and snot running down my face, my body shaking. Mum lay back down in the bed and pulled me into her. As the tears streamed down onto the sheets, I lost myself in the rising and falling of her chest, allowing myself to be carried away on those waves.






The End
Mum passed away six days later, in bed surrounded by her books. Summer came and got me and we sat there. Ham knew something was up. He kept pacing around the room whining. I wanted it to be like in the movies. For something to shift inside me. But I was filled with a useless kind of numbness. We’re ourselves, even in grief. It wasn’t until the people from the funeral home came to take her body that it became real. An awful noise filled the house, like an animal being slaughtered. At first I couldn’t place where it was coming from. Then I realised it was me.
 
We threw Mum’s ashes into the wind down at Piha beach. We’d argued about the best place to scatter them. But in the end we agreed no one would appreciate us spreading them through her favourite second-hand bookstore. A dozen people stood on the edge of the shore; Mad Sam, Al and his family, a few of Mum’s old friends, me, Summer. And Dad, he was a few feet ahead of everyone else, the waves crashing over his work boots. The ash slid from my hands, little bits of bone catching between my fingers. The wind carried those tiny pieces of Mum into the waves. Everything felt upside down, like getting ready for school in the middle of the night. When it was all gone we stayed there a long time. And then with no one saying a word we all turned and started walking back towards the car park. Everyone except Dad.
 
Childhood’s not a period of time. It’s a hallucination you get to live in, until you figure out the controls for this game. Some people never get one at all. For others it lasts their whole lives. I got twelve years. Then everything started moving real fast. Once Mum was gone, there was no walls separating day from night. It all washed together, a bad dream on loop. But it don’t matter how tired or sad you are, you still have to get up and walk around calling the day normal. I did a pretty good job too. Only if you looked hard would you notice the sun didn’t rise quite as high or that the day was slightly muted. I started washing dishes at the pub up the road. The old drunks would give me bad advice and try to make me drink with them. I went to school just enough to not get kicked out. But then I got kicked out anyway. Arcade games became uncool, and I lost the thing that made me special. But then being special didn’t seem that important anymore. Me and Al started getting into the kind of trouble you can usually talk your way out of. When we couldn’t, I had to figure it out on my own. I couldn’t retreat from the world into Mum’s arms anymore. At first I’d go back into that dark room and lie in the unmade bed. But it was like dressing up in clothes that no longer fit.
 
With me and Summer’s jobs, and some help from Grandma, we managed to stay one payment ahead of foreclosure. Not that Dad seemed to care. The thing he loved about 58 Crummer Road was Mum. And now she was gone, his absences grew longer. Until eventually it felt like visiting us was him disappearing from his real life somewhere else. The living can become ghosts too I guess.
 
I quit the pub and started working in restaurants, moving up from the dishes to cold larder and then working the line. I lost myself in a routine. And in this way time moves past without you noticing. Until one day it’s 1991 and you’re leaving for good.
 
Me and Al sat on his roof. The city stars glued haphazard to the night sky. It was the end of summer, the night before I left for London. We passed a big bottle of beer back and forth until it was flat and warm. Al had just got into university to study drama and film.


“Thought you’d have learnt enough about drama living on this street,” I told him. The only other person we knew who went to uni was Mum. But her illness stole her away from that life of textbooks and talking backwards.
 
On the street below a man had given up pretending.
“She doesn’t love me,” he screamed. Me and Al didn’t say much that last night. Both of us silently questioning the logic of the other. Al thought I was Mad Sam, crazy to spend the money I’d saved cooking at the restaurant on Ponsonby Road. Every night except Monday I’d stand at that stovetop until midnight.
“This is how she treats me, after everything I did for her,” the man on the street yelled.
I looked down at my hands. All the skin was peeling away from my nails. Eczema grew between my fingers. He was kinda right. That money would have gone a long way here. But we were eighteen and there was little reason for me to stay. The idea of university, all those books and people that would look down on us, it made me want to throw myself off the roof. But Al was excited.
“I gotta try right,” he said, pulling the label off the empty bottle.
“Yeah.”
“Imagine if I got a job in film or something.”
“Yeah,” I repeated. But the truth was I couldn’t imagine it. Maybe that’s why I was leaving.
 
And the neighbourhood was changing. Feleti’s family had sold up and moved south. More and more houses were getting bought and painted the same white as the rich cunts’ house. A meanness had got into the water supply. They cut the benefits. Felt like everyone was out for themselves. And I knew, when I left, none of this would be here to come back to.
 
“My fucking heart’s broken,” the man screamed. We both got up and looked down at him. He had taken his shirt off and was kneeling in the middle of Crummer Road.
“You’ll be ok,” Al yelled at him. The man looked up like we’d interrupted something. He gave us the fingers and then walked down the street screaming.
“Gonna miss you dickhead,” I said, putting my arm around Al.
“Same.”
 
The next morning Summer drove me to the airport. I boarded that giant plane, to be carried away, like Jim Hawkins setting sail in search of treasure. And Dad, back in the 70s, when he teamed up with Simon and Gus, and started leaving all the best of himself on the page. Or Mum when she enrolled in uni and fell in love with all those stories. And Al trying to project his dreams onto the big screen; Lui chasing down a normal life; Summer, swimming out until her feet no longer touched the ground. And Gus, looking for forgiveness in empty prayers; Sam playing hide and seek with reality. And the French spies, who followed their orders all the way to the end of the earth to blow up a boat. And the photographer who volunteered to join the crew of the Rainbow Warrior to save the planet. But there’s a morning at the end of every dream, and not everyone gets to wake up where they went to sleep.
 
But in the coming years I passed out in a hundred different cities. I got to see the world, its stars and gutters. And maybe that doesn’t sound like a big deal. But it was more than I ever expected. To bathe in the night sun in Copenhagen. To get lost on the streets of Moscow. To be sitting in a bar in Belgrade, out my mind on bad coke, talking the ear of some stranger.
“Once upon a time I lived on a street with everyone I loved, and I was great at something.”
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